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Black consumers watch and stream television at a higher percentage than any 
other demographic.  Research has shown that presence of Black teachers, administrators, 
and school officials has positively influenced Black students’ academic success.  
Research on how Black students understand and connect to portrayals of Blackness is 
needed in order to best understand the influence that presence and representation in 
popular culture has on Black students, their identities, and their academic achievement.   
There have been statements presented predominantly on social media that 
representation matters – implying that it is important for adolescents to see 
representations of themselves in popular culture – including on television and film 
screens.  This study aims to understand the types of academic and racial affirmation do 
Black female students describe when revisiting K-12 school – related academic 
experiences.  This study also aims to analyze what experiences of Black characters in 
television and film intersect with the academic experiences described by Black female 
undergraduates as affirming their racial and academic identities. 
 This study used a life narrative methodology with data collected through a series 
of interviews.  The researcher sought to better understand pieces of the life of the 





goal of this study was for participants to tell their own stories of academic identity, 
popular culture, and how both of those identities have been affirmed in school 
environments, in the community, and in the home.  This study also sought to understand 
how the Black female characters in television shows and films these women watched 
affirmed and influenced them.  
This study found that all of the women connected to Black actresses and Black 
female characters in a variety of types of roles for racial and academic affirmation.  This 
included attributing Black womanhood to animated characters that were depicted as 
“race-less”.  Additionally, being in a predominantly Black school environment led to an 
association between academic identity and racial identity.  This study contains important 
implications as to how Black women develop racial and academic identities and the role 
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PROLOGUE:  MOVIES AND DOLLS AND IDENTITIES, OH MY! 
I grew up in a family that loved to watch film and television.  My Mom is an 
actress and my Dad was a self-professed entertainer, so to my older sister, my younger 
brother, and myself, the love of film and television was, as the old saying goes, “in our 
blood.”  My siblings and I grew up in the ‘90s:  An age of fine Black television and film.  
We could see Black people in film or on television and, very often, we could see people 
interacting in a family that was very similar to ours.  We could watch family–friendly 
television shows on Nickelodeon like “Gullah Gullah Island”, “Kenan and Kel”, or 
“Moesha”– which depicted Black families that dealt with a wealth of different cultural 
experiences, particularly those of adolescent Black people.   
We grew up attending schools in a school system that was hailed as one of the 
most desegregated school systems in the United States at the time.  Even in a “racially 
mixed” classroom, I understood that I was a part of a small community of people of color 
among a large, White pond.  I was still one of very few Black kids at my school.  I was 
one of very few Black girls on my cheerleading team.  School and cheerleading practice 
was where I spent most of my time, a fact that was clear in my elementary school mind.  I 
was a Black girl in this sea of social Whiteness, and yet I never felt disconnected to Black 
people or Black women in social situations.  I had my family, my community of friends, 
elders, church members, and many others – and I had my favorite movies and television 





In my case, Black television and films were not as much sanctuary as they were 
an expansion of this world of Blackness, humor, and excellence.  We could gaze into the 
experiences of our parents and into our own futures by watching television shows like 
“Martin,” “Living Single,” or “A Different World”– depicting young, Black, professional 
adults navigating their own unique cultural experiences.  We could even (with parental 
supervision) watch films like “School Daze” (1988), “Waiting to Exhale” (1995), and 
“Soul Food” (1997) depicting Black men, Black women, and their personal and 
professional experiences, challenges, and values.  This family time allowed us to bond as 
a family while watching and reflecting on humorous dialogue, complex social issues, and 
multiple representations of Black people and Black families.  It was great quality time 
that provided mentorship and love for our family and friends.  I loved seeing Black 
people on my television screen. 
I was completely confused, however, when as a seven-year-old child I noticed 
inconsistencies, as the representations I saw in my life, on television, and in film did not 
match the commercials and the products that I desired.  I loved to play with Barbie dolls 
as a child.  I owned about 15-20 dolls of different ages and genders, I owned three doll 
houses, and I remember using my vivid imagination to create families and storylines for 
my dolls that were often based off the films and television that I watched.  All of the 
Barbies that I owned were Black. My mother only bought me Black Barbies to ensure 
that I, a brown–skinned Black girl, developed a positive self-image.  As a Barbie–lover, I 
yearned to see Barbie commercials because that was how I could see all of the new 
Barbies, new merchandise, and new ways to make my Barbie experience better.  I noticed 





with Barbies in the commercial were also White.  I was a Black girl and all of the Barbies 
I owned were Black.  It didn’t make sense to me. 
Frustrated after watching one of these commercials, I asked my mother why all of 
the Barbies and children in the commercials were White. While I do not remember what 
she said – I do remember the look on her face.  It was the look of someone who was 
about to explain a hardship over which they had no control.  It was the look of someone 
who was about to explain disappointment to an innocent party.  It was the look of a 
mother who had to explain a more personal aspect of racism to her child.  I do remember 
that she tried to explain to me that some people thought the White Barbie was prettier, 
better, and more marketable than the Black Barbie.  Therefore, people were more likely 
to show the White Barbie in the commercial because more people would then buy the 
White Barbie.  Racism was not a new concept to me, as my parents had previously 
explained to me that as a Black girl, people would not always be nice or fair to me.  It 
was the first time, however, that I felt personally affected by racism.  It was the first time 
that I realized that it was not just that people would not be nice or fair to me, but that 
people had the power to make me feel less valuable as a person because of something 
over which I had no control – my racial identity grouping – who I am.  
While, in this case, I was presented with positive images of myself in my dolls, in 
the television shows and films that I watched, and in my family and life experiences – 
there was still an identity crisis.  The identity crisis stemmed from this understanding that 
racism and anti-Blackness would disrupt my own self-image and would skew other 
people’s image of me.  From then on, I was more aware of the way I was perceived as a 





which I was a member of the minority group.  My family did everything they could to 
counter these feelings by limiting my exposure to harmful caricatures and images that 
glorified identities that were not like mine.  They protected me from social experiences 
that would defeat my proud Black girl spirit – loading me with affirmations of Black 
womanhood, Black culture, and Black power.  Even with all of this carefulness – I was 
destined at some point to confront the racism that would attempt to teach me that I was 
not valuable through representation.  Popular culture and media, specifically film and 
television, had a significant effect on the values, images, and perspectives that my 
siblings and I knew and understood.  In this his study I sought to understand if popular 
culture could, in turn, affect the racial identity development and academic identity of 










CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION 
Statement of the Problem 
All people consume popular culture.  Black consumers, however, watch and 
stream television at a higher percentage than any other demographic (“Horowitz:  Nearly 
Three Quarters of African Americans Viewers”, 2018).  Black viewers also tune in at a 
higher rate when the content features images and stories of Black people (“Horowitz:  
Nearly Three Quarters of African Americans Viewers”, 2018).  Cultivation theory states 
that consumers’ ideologies are affected by the media with which they regularly engage  
(Gerbner, 1967).  In addition to media’s influences on ideologies, students spend at least 
eight hours every weekday in an educational environment during the school year.  How 
does schooling and education influence ideologies about achievement?  Research has 
shown that presence of Black teachers, administrators, and school officials has a positive 
influence on Black students’ academic success (Gershenson et al, 2004, Griffin, 2012, 
Egalité et al, 2015, Lindsay et al, 2017).  Contrarily, Clark & Clark (1950) found that 
Black children preferred White figurines to Black ones due to the negative characteristics 
they have learned to associate with Blackness – a result of segregation of races (Clark & 
Clark, 1950).  Many factors can contribute to self-image and identity – both racially and 
academically.  Research on how Black students understand and connect to portrayals of 
Blackness is needed in order to better understand the influence of representation in 
popular culture on Black students. Particularly with regard to their racial identities  and 





needed in order to focus on the influence that representations of Blackness in popular 
culture have on Black students’ perceptions of their own identities.  If Black presence in 
the classroom can influence achievement, images in popular culture can shape ideology, 
and lack of Black presence in the classroom can affect self-image, it can be assumed 
presence and representation in popular culture has influence as well. 
Background of the Problem – The Creation of Race 
 Race, by definition, is a socially constructed way of identifying people by 
physical and cultural characteristics (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2012).  Matias (2016) also 
acknowledges that race identification moves beyond physical characteristics and cultural 
characteristics, but also includes a state of being which includes levels of privilege, 
access, and ethnic and emotional connections to certain historical events in the United 
States (US).  Contemporary forms of race trace back to the first permanent English 
colony settled in Virginia in 1607.  Writings of the times referred to the Native 
Americans who inhabited this land as “savages” (Malin, 2008).  Soon after, the first 
Africans were kidnapped by Europeans from their homelands and brought to these 
English colonies as indentured servants (Allen, 2012), bringing a new group of people to 
the land.  A series of events over the next century ensured that people who were of 
African and Native American blood were branded with inferiority.  
Africans and Native Americans of this time were more likely to receive harsher 
punishments for similar crimes than Dutchmen and Scotsmen (Allen, 2012).  Also, large 
numbers of Native Americans were massacred by White people in the Pequot war (Cave, 
1996) and Africans were entrapped by White people in American chattel slavery 





by their country of origin, Virginia enacted laws that if men who were from Europe had 
children with women who were from Africa, that their children would take on the 
classification of their mother – ensuring that enslaved people who had children would 
have children born into bondage (Franklin & Higginbotham, 2011).  The response to 
Bacon’s Rebellion (1676), in which indentured servants and enslaved Africans rebelled 
against the ruling class in the colony, perpetuated a lack of racial unity amongst poor 
colony members, ensuring they would no longer unite and rise up against the ruling class.  
By 1691, “White men” were defined as men with no African or Native American blood 
with the exception of descendants of John Rolfe and Pocahontas, who were classified as 
White.  White indentured servants were given land, money, and other tools once their 
servitude was completed, while descendants of African people who were slaves were 
bound to bondage (Allen, 2012).  The line between who was “White” and who was 
“Black” continued to be elongated through the inception of what became the United 
States of America, a civil war, reconstruction, and separation of created races of people in 
public areas (Franklin & Higginbotham, 2011). 
Historical Foundations of Black Education 
Black people in America have been branded inferior beings since their arrival in 
the United States as the property of slave owners.  Relegated as property due to the 
regulations of chattel slavery, Black people in America did not have any rights 
(Finkelman, 2012).  Even Black people who managed to buy their freedom were 
subjected to extreme poverty (Baradaran, 2017). People who were slaves were not 
allowed to be formally educated, as it was against the law for slaves to know how to read 





slaves to learn mathematics as well (Williams, 2005).  In some states, offending people 
slaves who broke this law were often punished physically with lashes or whippings, when 
they taught someone to read and write.  In North Carolina, according to the General 
Assembly Act passed in 1831, White people who taught slaves how to read and write 
could be punished with fines.  Although the legal reasons why people who were slaves 
were not allowed to read and write were obtuse and tended to vary greatly, the existence 
of laws against slaves knowing how to read and write symbolized the general consensus 
among lawmakers that even without a moral purpose, enslaved people should not learn 
how to read and write.   
Following emancipation, education was highly valued by former slaves for many 
reasons (Tyack & Lowe, 1986).  There were economic reasons – newly freed people did 
not want to miss economic opportunities because they were cheated out of money due to 
the inability to read and write.  There were religious reasons – newly freed people had the 
desire to read and study the Holy Bible.  There was also a desire to achieve the full 
benefits of American citizenship and humanity - one of those rights being the ability to 
read and write.  With the ability to read and write comes knowledge – knowledge to 
learn, understand, and effectively navigate the systems that had previously excluded 
them.  There was hope that knowledge would lead to work and positions of power – 
possibly politics, leadership in the community, and advancement of the Black 
community. The goal was not just to have formal education, but also to be able to sustain 
control and sustain education for themselves and their children, ensuring that future 





advancement of the Black race (Tyack & Lowe, 1986).  Segregation of schools, however, 
kept Black people from achieving the educational endeavors that they longed for. 
The Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas decision was a Supreme 
Court case that involved four separate class action lawsuits filed by the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) on behalf of Black 
schoolchildren in Kansas, South Carolina, Virginia, and Delaware (Brown v. Board of 
Education, 1954).  With segregation being a legal practice, many school districts in the 
United States still practiced segregation on the basis of race, relegating children of color 
to meager school facilities, school supplies, and transportation measures in comparison to 
their White counterparts (Garbus, 2015).   
 This was, to many, a violation of the Equal Protection clause of the Fourteenth 
Amendment (Brown v. Board of Education, 1954).  The Brown case lasted over a year 
and a half, as NAACP lawyers argued and reargued in front of the Supreme Court on 
behalf of Black children in the United States (Garbus, 2015).  One of the most 
compelling pieces of evidence was a psychological research study done throughout the 
1940’s by psychologists Drs. Kenneth and Mamie Clark, most commonly known as the 
“Doll Test” (NCAAP Legal Defense Fund).  The Clarks were known for their work with 
children and were advocates for child welfare (Markowitz, 1996).  In the Doll Test 
(1950), Black children were asked questions about the beauty, intelligence, and positive 
personalities of the dolls.  The study deduced that due to segregation, young Black 
children were attributing positive traits with the White doll, and negative traits with the 





the arguments were related to social psychology, attempting to prove the damage done to 
the psyche of Black children therefore making separation in education unequal. 
 The Supreme Court decided unanimously that segregation on the basis of race in 
schools was unconstitutional, ultimately calling for the desegregation of public schooling 
in the United States (Brown v. Board of Education, 1954).  Although this decision 
indicated victory for people of color who had been subjected to menial conditions in 
school, it was also an indication of the complex nature of building a school system not 
built on the presumed genetic inferiority of a race of people.  Rebuilding the school 
system based on equality seemed more complicated to execute than to plan.  One of the 
main issues with execution was the overwhelming opposition to the desegregation of 
schools from all races of students (Long Road to Brown, 2006).  While White people saw 
desegregation as a threat to the purity of their race and their perceived superiority, people 
of color were concerned about the treatment of students of color both by White students 
and White educators (Long Road to Brown, 2006).  Many schools for people of color had 
established their own cultures, their own values, and their own forms of school pride.  
Black schools were led by Black educators, many of whom were also leaders in their 
communities.  Desegregation of schools was a threat to the influence that these leaders 
had over Black students. 
One year later in April of 1955, Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas 
II sought to find solutions as to how the newly desegregated school system would come 
to be.  With the intense level of racial discrimination from the past and manifesting in 
current affairs, there needed to be a plan for schools in order to transition the students 





The courts that heard the original desegregation cases and denied them causing them to 
be sent to the Supreme Court, were now charged with carrying out the desegregation 
efforts that many did not support.  Chief Justice Earl Warren urged local governments to 
get into compliance with desegregation principles promptly and “with all deliberate 
speed” (Brown v. Board of Education II, 1955). 
 
Images and Representation 
Representation, as a concept, has meant different things throughout the history of 
the United States.  Many grade – school aged children have memorized the phrase “No 
Taxation without Representation” in history classes.  This phrase described the decree of 
American colonists in protest of the British government because they were being taxed 
on goods by the British government without having a representative present in the British 
government to speak to the specific issues they faced in order to receive proper assistance 
(McClanahan, 2009).  Representation by way of presence in the government, what I’ll 
call presence representation, was so valued, the colonists revolted against the British 
government in what would be known as the American Revolution.   
Presence representation has been shown to influence success and achievement.  
Black people can experience presence representation in the everyday facets in their lives 
– including in classrooms and school settings.  The presence representation of Black 
teachers, administrators, and other educational figures in educational environments has 
proven to have significant influence on Black students.  The idea of presence in 
educational settings has also been shown to have significant effects on Black student 





own race show significant positive effects, especially in their elementary school grades 
(Egalite et al, 2015).  These effects were especially significant for Black and White low – 
performing students when paired with a teacher of their race.  Black teachers, even 
without the research, seem to be fully aware of this phenomenon.  Black teachers have 
been shown to have higher expectations to be fulfilled among Black students 
(Gershenson et al, 2004).  Black students with a Black teacher are less likely to 
experience exclusionary discipline in elementary school classes (Lindsay et al, 2017).  
Black teachers and professors have also been shown to put in extra labor to mentor 
students of color, even when they are not being paid for it (Griffin, 2012).  If it is 
important to have presence of Black people in the classroom for Black student success, it 
can be assumed that presence and adequate representation in popular culture, which is 
regularly consumed by Black audiences, can have an influence on success among Black 
students. 
This is no surprise, as American society has consistently placed importance on an 
individual’s ability to connect and feel visible with those in governance, in general 
authority, and in popular culture.  In popular culture, images and portrayals of racial 
identity groups, genders, and other identities can influence ideas, perspectives, and 
representation in other facets of daily living.  Diane Roberts (2003) described the 
importance of representation when she described it as a “war over the body”, in which 
“the body is defined and circumscribed according to gender, race, and class”.  Using 
Roberts’ description, representation can be indicative of the ability to own the display of 





including your own ideology.  You, therefore, need to connect with representations of 
your body to have ownership over your body. 
First, images and portrayals need to be present in order to have a medium to 
assess representation.  That ability to connect with the salient identities of the people that 
represent and are maintained by consumers can be a predictor of the level of economic 
support that people will contribute to it. Popular culture, or pop culture for short, includes 
the aspects of culture that are generally consumed and broadcast to the general 
population.  Popular culture can encompass film, music, television, games, social media, 
and many other forms of mass media that are for the purpose of consumption of the 
masses.  American audiences both produce and consume various mediums of popular 
culture; this study will focus on film and television.  
Representation, however, cannot just be restricted to mere presence or visibility in 
popular culture mediums.  In this paper, I am defining three different levels of 
representation.  Adequate representation in popular culture includes presence of values, 
culture, and distinct identifying factors of a group of people being represented on screen.   
Failure to present those facets in perspective as well as the presence of individuals of 
varying identities will be referred to as lack of representation.  Stereotypical 
representation will describe the presentation of Black characters that align with 
stereotypical caricatures as described by Bogle (2001) and Ferris (2012).  Black 
Americans, as consumers of popular culture, are no stranger to misrepresentation in 
popular culture. Since the days of stage plays, representations of Black people have not 
been to give voice to the race, but have been for the entertainment of the consumers, the 






Connecting Race, Images, and Representation 
Popular culture has used the myth of Black inferiority as a source of 
entertainment for White audiences.  Patricia Hill Collins explored images and 
representation, stating that images and representation are tools “designed to make racism, 
sexism, poverty, and other forms of social injustice appear to be natural, normal, and 
inevitable parts of everyday life” (2000, p. 69).  The first images of Black people in stage 
plays were not actually Black actors, but White actors in blackface.  Blackface 
encompassed painting skin Black, painting lips and eyes other colors to accentuate them 
and exaggerate facial features – as to perpetuate the stereotype that Black people have 
large lips and eyes, and they would often speak and behave in a manner that perpetuated 
the genetic and intellectual inferiority of Black people in America (Ferris, 2012).  The 
first Black character to appear on film was a White man in Blackface – dressed up like a 
stereotypical character by the name of “Uncle Tom” (Bogle, 2001).  Since then, Black 
characters began to appear more often in benevolent, subservient, and stereotypical roles.  
Eventually, Black actors did actually begin to play these characters – some, like actor 
Bert Williams, still having to perform in Blackface to exaggerate their facial features.  
The roles, however, still were stereotypical representations and presented on screen Black 
people as an inferior race in comparison to their White colleagues. 
Additionally, the phenomenon of the Black struggle in the US has, like many 
phenomena in American society, been represented and documented in popular culture 
and media.  While historical accuracy and diversity of perspectives are often debated, 





popular culture, is present (Bogle 2001, Ferris, 2012).   Black Americans have, however, 
struggled for adequate representation in popular culture and media both in front of the 
camera and behind the scenes.   
Just as popular culture is often indicative of the ideals of the society from which 
they come, representation in popular culture is important to the society in which the 
popular culture represents.  Historically, the ways in which Black women have been 
represented in popular culture is inadequate.  The caricatures that have been used to 
represent Black women often cast them as unintelligent (Bogle, 2001), in roles of 
servitude, or behaviorally and/or deviant (Ferris, 2012).  Some of the dominant 
stereotypical caricatures of Black women include the mammy, the jezebel, the tragic 
mulatto, and the sapphire (Bogle, 2001 and Ferris, 2012).   As these representations have 
persisted over time, it is assumed that these are representative of Black women in society.  
As Black women are educated formally, are schooled informally, and develop in their 
own racial identities, these prominent images could affect their own academic identities 
as they matriculate through life.  This is important as educators aim to encourage positive 
ideals of Black identity and produce productive members of society in Black students.  If 
representation in school matters, then representation in popular culture must matter.  
Stereotypical representation and lack of representation in popular culture could 
potentially adversely affect the academic achievement, self-image, and personal goal 
setting of students in the United States – even among the presence of other positive 







Proposed Research Questions and Goals of the Study 
While research has shown that teenagers spend a significantly higher amount of 
time-consuming television and film, there are no studies on how it influences their 
academic identities.  There has been a statement presented predominantly on social media 
that representation matters – meaning that it is important for adolescents to see adequate 
representations of themselves in popular culture – including on television and film 
screens.  For example, the Twitter hashtag #OscarsSoWhite became a movement in 
response to the lack of representation of people of color in feature films that are often 
recognized by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (Academy), which 
rewards the prestigious Academy Award or “Oscar” for the top performances of the year 
(Staton, 2018).  This movement has highlighted the struggle for visible and adequate 
representation in popular culture and media both in front and behind the camera for 
people of color. 
I also seek to understand how popular culture – specifically film and television, 
cooperate with and influence the racial identity development and academic identities of 
college aged Black women.  This study specifically seeks to understand how the 
characters in the films and television shows that they regularly watch influence the 
perceptions of Blackness and academic achievement, among other identities these women 
possess.  I hope to achieve this through interviews with Black women from a 
southeastern historically White institution and a southeastern historically Black 
institution.  There are two central research questions: 
1. What forms of academic and racial affirmation do Black female students describe 





2. What experiences of Black characters in television and film intersect with the 
academic experiences described by Black female undergraduates as affirming 
their racial and academic identities? 
All data for this study will be collected using life narrative analysis.  The interviews 
consist of open – ended questions in which the interlocutor can reflect on personal 
experiences and give a first – person account of their own lives.  The data presented not 
only includes what was spoken in the interviews, but it also contains my interpretations 
of my interlocutors’ body language, emotional reactions, and previous knowledge about 
the interlocutors during the period of data collection. 
Using these methods, I hope to offer clarity in the personal identities and 
connections that these interlocutors have to Black female characters in the film and 
television shows that they watch.  Additionally, I hope to gain understanding into the 
ways in which the interlocutors express their academic identities and how that relates to 
the characters with whom they identify.  In doing so, this study seeks to understand how 
representation in film and media can, indirectly, affect the racial and academic identities 
of Black women college students.  The purpose is to connect the concept of 
representation to theories of affirmation with regards to racial identity and academic 
identity.  The stories of these interlocutors will show a connection between their 
academic identities and the characters, which they see, represented in popular culture, 









All of us are exposed to popular culture, images, and representation, while we are 
also socialized through wider culture and popular culture.  Representation and images 
conveyed in popular culture influence our expectations for interacting with people. 
Further, these can be manipulated as a strategy to spread myths connected to identities 
(Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2012).  The use of pop culture to perpetuate the myth of biological 
Black inferiority is one of the many forms of racism.  The Sensoy and DiAngelo (2012) 
define racism in Canada and the United States as: 
White racial cultural prejudice and discrimination, supported by institutional 
power and authority, used to the advantage of Whites and the disadvantage of 
people of Color. Racism encompasses economic, political, social, and institutional 
actions and beliefs that perpetuate an unequal distribution of privileges, resources, 
and power between Whites and people of Color. (p. 187) 
Media, which according to Herman (referenced in Goss, 2013) is controlled by the 
wealthy elite, the vast majority of whom are White.  Media does not just portray images 
of wealthy White people, but also of other racial identity groups and ethnicities – 
including Black people.  Thus images and representations of Black people were/are 
intended to perpetuate not only Black inferiority, but also White superiority.  In this 
study, I also use Critical Race Theory’s fourth tenet, Counterstorytelling, as a grounding 
theory as to how Black people are represented in popular culture.  This study will also 
rely on Cross’ (1991) theory of Psychological Nigrescence, which outlines five stages of 





racial identity (1971).  This study also relies on Nasir’s theory of racialized identities, in 
which academic identity is racialized as it is developed (2012).   
Critical Race Theory  
The ideology of Critical Race Theory (CRT) is that racism is woven into the 
fabric of our nation – as racism is not a facet of history but an ever-present issue that is 
constantly a part of the lives of American citizens (Bell, 1980).  Critical Race Theory 
uses race and racism as the analytic center, while also incorporating identities that might 
intersect, such as gender, class, and sexuality.  Critical race theorists embrace that racism 
is endemic to American life (Bell, 1980) and works to eliminate racial oppression and 
end all forms of oppression (Matsuda, Lawrence, Delgado, & Crenshaw, 1993). 
CRT’s tenet of counterstorytelling acknowledges that White people have historically told 
many stories of race and racism – including in pop culture (Delgado and Stefancic, 1993).  
People of color telling their own stories serves as a counterstory – a way for people of 
color to not only have their own voices but also to combat the narratives that have, in 
many cases, associated people of color with negative characteristics (Delgado and 
Stefancic, 1993).  
Racial Identity, Academic Identity, and Affirmation 
Fordham and Ogbu’s (1986) research explored the influence that race and 
racialization in academic environments has on Black students, giving them the agency to 
put themselves in specific categories of academic identity.  Nasir (2012) expanded race 
and identity in academic environments into a development theory to include the ideology 
that one develops an academic identity along with a racial identity while in school non-





ideology that one develops an academic identity to assist in construction of the narratives 
about schooling and education presented in this study.  Black women, however, still 
experience stressful situations in their careers and academic pursuits (Norris & Mitchell, 
2013, Diggins et al, 2015).  I use Cohen, et al (2009)’s study on the positive effects if 
self-affirmation on academic achievement to show the effects of affirmation.  The effects 
of affirmation will be imperative as I frame external affirmation in this research study.  I 
also cite Chavous et al (2003) and Rivas-Drake et al (2014), studies that show that racial 
pride and positive racial views can have a significant effect on academic achievement.  I 
use these racial affirmation studies to frame an understanding of how affirmation can 
influence academic achievement in Black students.  
Representation of Black People in Film and Television 
Cultivation theory (Gerbner, 1967) laid the groundwork for the effects that film 
and television can have on the ideals, assumptions, and beliefs of the audiences who 
regularly engage with this type of media.  Black representation in popular culture has 
been a topic of observation and debate since the inception of the film industry (Bogle, 
2001).  Representation in popular culture and media is a reflection of the environment, 
values, and manifestations in the society in which the popular culture and media 
representation take place (Storey, 2010).  Identifying the ways in which Black American 
people have played the roles of teachers, students, and administrator, specifically in film 
and television, offer an alternate perspective on the struggle of Black Americans to 
receive education.   
I present the caricatures of Black women (Bogle, 2001, Ferris, 2012) that have 





understanding of Black representation in popular culture. Historically, caricatures of 
Blackness prominently portrayed in films indirectly harmed the Black community with 
stereotypical representations; they also served a political agenda to keep Black 
Americans in a state of inferiority, Bogle (2001) alleged.  These caricatures persisted, 
even as more Black actors and filmmakers gained notoriety in American society.  These 
caricatures in school environments, however, often acted as a political statement about 
the education of Black people in the United States.   
 
Purpose 
The main goal of this research is to improve the quality of life and education for 
Black women.  Educators and policymakers would greatly benefit from this research – as 
there could be practices and policies put in place that might improve academic 
achievement and educational outcomes for Black women students.  Educators can, using 
this research and other forms culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995) 
implement better teaching, advising, and helping skills with Black women students.  
Policymakers can head start the implementation of these practices in educational settings.   
 Filmmakers, television producers, and other conduits of popular culture can also 
benefit from this research. Actors and actresses in the Academy are overwhelmingly 
White, with over 60% of the Academy composed of White people.  Top roles are 
overwhelmingly given to White actors and actresses as well, with over 80% of top roles 
being occupied by White people.  According to the Director’s Guild of America, 87.5 
percent of directors are White.  This research could influence more Black women to 





representations and the stories told of Black women.  More Black filmmakers and 
producers could also lead to a greater variety of types of stories told about the 
experiences of Black women in America.   
 Lastly, parents of Black female children would greatly benefit from this research.  
Parents are often burdened with teaching their children how to navigate through 
American society not only as a young person, but also as a young Black person.  “The 
Talk”, as it is often referred to in popular culture, involves handling bullying for often 
race - related features, developing appropriate responses during interactions with often – 
White authority figures and law enforcement, and also coping with common racial 
microaggressions that they are likely to experience as a result of being a Black person in 
American society.   
 
Positionality 
 As a Black woman, I connect to this research in a very personal manner.  My 
idols, my inspirations on screen, and my personal mentors are all Black women.  This 
research is very personal for me because I am, in a way, seeking validation that 
representation in film and television matters to others as it does to me.  As I listen to the 
stories of the interlocutors in this research, I plan to immediately compare and contrast 
them to my story.  There are different identities that I have that will connect to the stories 
of my interlocutors.   I am also aware that I view all of these stories from the perspective 
of a Critical Race Theorist.  My definitions of racism, White supremacy, and the 
systematic nature of racism can influence how I interpret the data that I collect in the 





Blackness and Womanhood 
My childhood experiences, college experiences, and professional experiences 
have made me aware of the intersection of my race and my gender. Black women have 
historically experienced oppression at the hands of men, but also at the hands of Black 
men.  Black women have been historically excluded from social movements including 
the Black Liberation Movement, the Black Power Movement, and most recently the 
Black Lives Matter Movement (Macias, 2015).  We, in turn, try to uplift members of our 
race knowing that there is a separate set of issues that we experience at the hands of 
Black men.  In the same vein – Black women also have historically experienced 
oppression at the hands of White women.  When women achieved suffrage rights, for 
example, those rights were only granted to White women – not Black women.  As I 
encounter the world as a Black woman, it is impossible for me to separate the two 
identities, as I will always be separated from my Blackness because of my womanhood 
and I will always be separated from my womanhood because I am Black.  Understanding 
the ways in which these two identities intersect to create a new identity (Crenshaw, 2016) 
oppressed in two different forms connects me to my interlocutors. 
Film and Media Indulgence as a Family Value 
Film and media have been important pieces of my family dynamic.   My parents 
loved to watch films – as it was a way that they connected.  They shared that love with 
my siblings and me, so we always watched television and film as a family unit.  Not only 
did we partake, but also we discussed the lessons and themes in the films and television.  
We remembered specific quotes and points in the dialogue presented and we reenacted 





like racism, colorism, and police brutality.  We also related to the characters.  My sister 
and I would tell our mother that she reminded us of “Lisa”, the matriarchal character on 
the show “Sister, Sister”.  We would remark about how my brother, the youngest sibling 
in my family, looked just like the character “Miles” on the show “Moesha”.  We 
commented on how my father was the “cool dad”, unlike the portrayals of Black fathers 
that we saw in film and television.  We related to these representations rather than just 
watching them.  We looked for ourselves in these representations.  I really seek to 
understand if my participants saw film and television in the same way. 
As I tell the stories of my participants, it is important to acknowledge that I am 
also a participant.  I use my own experiences and perspectives to make sense of the 
stories of other people.  As some may believe this limits my perspective, I contend that it 
gives me a perspective in which I can connect to my participants beyond the interviewer 
and interlocutor connection as a member of the within - group (Collins, 1991).  I can 
connect with my participants as women, as Black people, and as someone who wants to 
be seen and represented adequately.   
Racial Philosophy 
CRT is a foundational ideology for my interpretations of identity development 
among Black people and how representation in film and television has been used to 
perpetuate Black inferiority, as well as how stories told by Black people about Black 
people can counter the images dominantly portrayed. 
Derrick Bell describes his theory of “Racial Realism” (1992), the first tenet of 
Critical Race Theory.  The Black struggle for equal rights in the US, including with 





realistically, the US is still a very racist society.  Not only is the US still racist, but also 
racism will persist in the US because racism is deeply rooted in the foundation of the US.  
I believe this theory – as a Black American person.  According to Bell, Black people 
should be as persistent as possible and continue the fight for a truly equal society – even 
if it is unattainable.  While Bell was very realistic in his assessment – many would call 
him a pessimist.  Critiques of him (Powell, 1991) have accused him of stating that the 
future of the US is hopeless.  While he did not intend to seem hopeless in his approach, 
he wanted to give an honest assessment about the racial state of the US.  If Bell was 
hopeless, he would not have contended that Black people continue in their persistence for 
equal rights.  That persistence has been the reason that, while a struggle has ensued, 
Black people have gained the right to formal education.  The struggle, as Bell described, 
still continues.  This study operates under a racial realism frame – racism is still ever 
present in American society and it cannot and will not be eradicated but the struggle must 
persist. 
 
Study Assumptions and Limitations 
 The proposed study assumes that these participants regularly watch television and 
films.  This proposed study also assumes that students, at this point in their lives, have 
had racial experiences that have distinguished them from other racial identity groups for 
which they have had to adjust themselves and understand their own racial identity.  This 
study also assumes that the participants do watch films and television shows with Black 





I asked participants to recall information from school experiences.  Some 
memories may not be as vibrant to them as they recall experiences.  I understand that in 
asking participants to recall events from years before, they may not be as clear.  Lastly, I 
am only interviewing participants who are enrolled at a four – year University.  This 
could skew my cases, as many of my participants could have a certain academic 
background.  I am limited in the number of life narrative interviews that I can complete.  
For the purpose of this study, I completed sixteen interviews with eight interlocutors.  
Ten interviews can provide a wealth of different life experiences, but are not 
generalizable to the population to which my population belongs or beyond.  It was not my 







Definition of Terms 
• Academically Rigorous Courses – Honors, Academic Placement (AP), IB 
(International Baccalaureate), or Dual Credit (College Credit) Courses which are 
available and taken in high school.  
• Anti-Blackness – Discrimination, prejudice against, or disdain for Black people and 
or features associated with being Black. 
• Black – a collective descriptor representing anyone with African descent regardless of 
national origin.  
• Black American – Black people in America that are descendants of people who were 
enslaved and/or relegated to segregation during Jim Crow. 
• Caricature – a picture, description, or imitation of a person or thing in which certain 
striking characteristics are exaggerated in order to create a comic or grotesque effect. 
• Color-blind racism – collective expressions of White racial dominance and racial 
discrimination that is subtle, apparently nonracial, and institutionalized (Bonilla-
Silva, 1997).  
• Colorism – A process that privileges light-skinned people of color over dark skinned 
people in areas such as income, education, housing, and the marriage market (Hunter, 
2007) 
• Counterstory – a story used as a tool for exposing racial privilege while “voicing” the 
experiences not often told by people of color (Allen & White-Smith, 2014).  
• Cultivation Theory – a term used to describe the correlation between the effects of 
long-term exposure negative portrayals, in all forms of media, and the validation of 





• Cultural Appropriation – the unacknowledged or inappropriate adoption of the 
customs, practices, ideas, etc. of one people or society by members of another and 
typically more dominant people or society. 
• Media – a means of mass communication, i.e. television, newspapers, and magazines, 
that influences people’s opinions, thoughts, beliefs, and actions. Media takes a variety 
of forms – films, television, art, books, news, and social media.   
• Minority/Minorities – a collective descriptor representing anyone non-White 
regardless of national origin.  
• Popular Culture – culture based on the tastes of ordinary people rather than an 
educated elite. 
• Race – a divisive social construct, created by Whites during colonial expansion, as a 
means of assigning themselves rights and power while using themselves as the model 
for humanity (Racial Equity Institute, 2016).  
• Racial Identity – the racial background a person most identifies with.  
• Racial Realism – a term created by Dr. Derrick Bell that describes “the permanence 
of the subordinate status for Black Americans, and by extension the persistence of 
White supremacy, in establishing law and other social policy”  
• Social media – technology that can facilitate the sharing of ideas and other forms of 
expression.  Social Media includes social networks like Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, 
Instagram, Linked.In, and other networking websites. 
• Stereotypes – beliefs and attitudes based on membership of a particular group that 





• White – a collective descriptor representing anyone with European descent regardless 
of national origin.  
• Whiteness – historical and social construction of being White in America; social 
status, privilege, and power associated with being White.  
• White Savior or White Messiah – a collective descriptor representing a White person 
who acts as a savior, liberator, or rescuer of Blacks from desolate circumstances.  
• White Privilege – unearned benefits given to White people (McIntosh, 1988; Strmic-
Pawl, 2014) granting access to power.  
• White Supremacy – systematic and systemic ways in which those that are considered 
White benefit from the racial social order of society and, as a result, how this social 
order oppresses people of color (Strmic-Pawl, 2014).  
 
Conclusion of Chapter 1 
 Representation is a concept and human practice that American society values – as 
appropriate representation can reflect an identity adequately and present positive 
characteristics about an identity.  Representation is also cause for concern – when 
scrutinized it gives us a more intimate understanding of identity, power, privilege, and 
oppression.  While we know from previous research how representation in the classroom 
can affect academic achievement, this study seeks a deeper understanding of how 
representation in popular culture affects affirmation and academic identity for Black 
women.  Chapter 2 provides an in-depth analysis of literature and portrayals in popular 
culture to understand how theory frames Black academic achievement and how popular 









CHAPTER 2:  LITERATURE REVIEW 
 The objective of this study is to understand how Black female characters in 
television shows and films resonate with and influence young Black women.  This study 
will focus on the participants’ past K-12 experiences with race and academics.  In this 
chapter, I describe some research studies that have focused on academic achievement and 
academic identity as it relates to achievement of Black students from kindergarten to high 
school graduation. 
 In addition to research on identity development and academic achievement of 
Black students, I will give a brief analysis of some of the major caricatures that have 
represented Black women in film historically.  I will use the fourth tenet of Critical Race 
Theory, counterstorytelling, and describe how films and television shows produced by 
Black minds can act as counterstories to a dominant ideology of caricatures that have 
represented Black people.  Lastly, I will give a comprehensive list and brief analysis of 
films and television shows that have included portrayals of Black students to show the 
representation of Black students that currently exists in popular culture and media. 
 
Relevant Literature:  Black Students 
Academic Achievement of Black Students 
While some theories post-school desegregation still maintain that Black people 
have a limited amount of intelligence when compared to Whites due to genetics 





applied to students of color, particularly Black students.  Race and personal 
demographics influence educational attainment.  Students from low income backgrounds 
attend schools that “receive fewer resources, face greater difficulties attracting qualified 
teachers, face many more challenges in addressing student’s needs, and receive less 
support from parents” (Lee and Burkam, 2002, Sun and Sonnenschein, 2017).  Black 
kindergarteners are already scoring lower on tests than both White and Asian 
kindergarteners (Sun and Sonnenschein, 2017) – contributing to the dominant language in 
education that there is an “achievement gap” amongst Black students and their White and 
Asian counterparts.  In an article that examines the trend of the achievement gap between 
African American and White students, Flores (2007) points out the failure of theorists to 
find its remedy and instead uses the concept of an opportunity gap to hold school systems 
more accountable for the achievement differences between these racial groups.   
Not all theory on Black education and achievement is based on low performance. 
Some of these burdens could theoretically be lifted if educators actively practice 
culturally relevant pedagogy, engaging in describes practical application to educating that 
includes facing implicit biases that show in educational practices. (Ladson – Billings, 
1995). 
Affirmation and Racial Pride 
Myths and previous research about Black achievement influences Black 
achievement.  Steele (2004) describes the phenomenon of stereotype threat and how it 
negatively influences the achievement of African American college students.  Steele 
demonstrated that stereotype threat particularly affected high-achieving Black students 





functioned similarly to John Henryism, a phenomenon in which Black people who 
worked hard to overcome adversity were more likely to experience high levels of stress 
and hypertension and thus decreased performance.  Sellers et al (2006) found that 
adolescents with experiences of racial discrimination were likely to have lower levels of 
psychological functioning and psychological well being. 
In an attempt to decrease stereotype threat, Cohen et al (2009) designed a research 
study that included self-affirmation.  Self-affirmation included reflecting on important 
personal values as a writing assignment (Cohen et al, 2009).  This study added a positive 
element to the psychological strategies Black students could use to overcome stereotype 
threat.  Affirmation not only improved grade point averages and aided assignment into 
advanced placement courses, but affirmation maintained those increases over time due to 
perceptions of self – adequacy in Black students (Cohen et al, 2009).  These 
psychological methods have also been shown to be effective for women who are 
experiencing psychological threat to their academic achievement (Cook et al, 2012) 
Similarly, Black children who have a certain level of racial and ethnic pride have 
been shown to excel academically, mentally, and physically relating to their health.  
Chavous et al’s (2003) study found Black adolescents’ beliefs and attitudes about 
themselves and their race had a significant effect on their educational attainment and 
social development.  Strong group pride and positive beliefs about how society viewed 
Black people were among the factors that led to positive belief in themselves 
academically.  Positive views about Black people also showed more attachment to school 





pride was positively correlated with better academic performance, more academic 
engagement, expectations of academic success, and less risky behavior.  
Black women as a demographic are not strangers to stress.  Black college aged 
women experience a significant amount of stressors from academic, social, and 
environmental pressures due in part to marginalization in various environments (Norris & 
Mitchell, 2013, Diggins et al, 2015).  This is not an issue that is specific to Black female 
college students.  Black actresses have also struggled to manage the pressures of the 
American film industry (Regester, 2010).  Black actresses have struggled to manage the 
pressure with playing a caricature from both the Black and non-Black communities, they 
have struggles with the demands of racism in society and Jim Crow, and they have 
struggled with maintaining Hollywood personas and their own personal lives.  It is 
important to highlight the struggles of actresses who represent Black women in popular 
culture in order to examine their representations and how they affect the participants of 
this study – with regards to how they identify with that character and how it affects their 
own ideas about academic achievement. 
Racial Identity, Academic Identity, & Academic Achievement 
It is important to acknowledge that academic achievement is often connected to 
an academic identity.  That academic identity is developed through academic experiences 
and is also racialized due to the involvement of racialized experiences.  Fordham and 
Ogbu (1986) describe a phenomenon described as “the burden of acting White” for high 
achieving Black students – indicating that Black student achievement is influenced both 
by external and internal factors.  Black students who are high achievers are often 





identity.  This drives this ideal that Blackness and high academic achievement are 
identities that are in opposition to each other.  Black students therefore have to either 
align closer to their Blackness and distance themselves from achievement, be race-less 
and have achievement, or align close to achievement and distance themselves from 
Blackness.  According to Fordham and Ogbu, Black children’s attempts to cope with this 
burden and their own perceptions of limited opportunity cause Black children to have 
academic learning and performance issues in American schools.  The implications of the 
Fordham and Ogbu (1986) study regarding the burden of “acting White” indicate that 
academic identity is racialized.   
Nasir (2012) studied academic identity and how racialization of academic identity 
occurs in its development.  This study was based on racialized learning in school 
environments and racialized learning in non-school environments.  Among the previously 
discussed research that highlights the lack of achievement and lack of opportunity of 
Black students due to a variety of issues.  Nasir aimed to point out challenges created and 
maintained by this categorization of Black students resulting from educator and practical 
ideas presented by previous research.   
There was a spectrum of racial identities that Nasir identified in the Black 
students she studied, ranging from a “thug” identity to a “social conscious and school 
oriented” one, but there was no in between.  While students were more likely to identify 
with the socially conscious identity that connected them to knowledge of their history and 
a Black community, the thug identity was still present.   
Nasir then expanded on this research with a collection of Black students’ stories 





Racial identity was connected to an academic identity that the Black student developed in 
a variety of settings.  Nasir (2012) analyzes how Black students are aware of how certain 
racial identity groups, like Black people, are connected to poor performance in school 
and lack of interest in school.  The students’ racial identity development was connected 
to their academic identities through their feelings and understandings of schooling.  She 
mentions that the idea that Black students are underperformers can, however, be 
connected to the stereotype of Black students not being academically smart – which is 
perpetuated in film and television in a variety of ways as well as perpetuated in research 
(Nasir, 2012). 
I assert that academic identity, as a concept, not only highlights the ways in which 
racial identity and societal racialization can complicate the development of identities, but 
it also gives Black students a certain amount agency in their own academic likeness.  An 
implication of Fordham and Ogbu’s (1986) and Nasir’s (2012) studies is that while 
students may not have a choice in societal influence on perceptions of them, lack of 
resources, and psychological effects, Black students do have a choice in how they can 
perform academic identity.  These studies implicate that Black students believe that 
performance of their academic identity can connect them closer to Blackness or to 
academic achievement, even if those are opposing identities. 
Relevant Literature and Text:  Black People in Film and Television 
Representation as Oppression: Caricatures of Blackness 
White actors in Blackface have persisted from the stage to the new age of film, 
starting from minstrel shows and the “Golliwog” appearance of jet Black skin, wide 





characters using computer generated imagery (CGI) that can be considered to represent 
people of color, such as the alien race in the film “Avatar”.  According to Donald Bogle 
(2001), there are five major caricatures of Black film and movie characters.  These 
caricatures have also evolved over the last century along with progression of American 
societal norms.  According to Bogle, all of these caricatures had one intention:  To 
reinforce the idea of Black inferiority.  Although these caricatures as a whole were not 
explicitly harmful, they reinforced harmful stereotypes about Black people.  In this paper, 
I will focus on the caricatures present of Black women – since that is the common 
identity of my interlocutors. 
 The tragic mulatto caricature could be somewhat of a darling for their likable 
nature and sympathetic backstory. Tragic mulattos, usually women, struggled with both 
Blackness and Whiteness – often having White blood in their lineage or being so light in 
complexion that they could pass for White.  Like their names, they often had tragic life 
stories.  Whether they were the daughter of a slave master and a slave woman who grew 
up alongside her White half siblings, or whether they were light enough to pass as White 
but didn’t want to abandon or upset their family members – tragic mulatto characters 
were characters that audiences liked and sympathized with because their Blackness 
would forever be an obstacle that they would need to overcome.   
While tragic mulattos can be likable and have sympathetic storylines, tragic 
mulattos can also have “jezebel” characteristics.  A jezebel is sexual by nature – 
seductive, lewd, and very sinful.  While jezebels do not have to also be tragic mulattos, 
the two are often paired together.  Seductive women often have European traits – 





caricature is the character of Peola in Imitation of Life (1934), a film based off of Fannie 
Hurst’s novel of the same name.  Peola, a woman light enough to pass as White, struggles 
with attempting to achieve true happiness by living life as a White woman and making 
her Black mother proud, a woman who loves her dearly.  In the 1959 adaptation of 
“Imitation of Life” Sarah-Jane, the tragic mulatto character, is given more jezebel 
characteristics. 
 The mammy caricature is a popular caricature among audiences – with portrayals 
in recent films.  The mammy caricature could be humorous like the coon – but is 
independent, cantankerous, and a woman (Bogle, 2001).  Mammy caricatures are usually 
extremely obese, bossy, and cunning.  Mammy caricatures that are mouthier evolved in 
later films to be sapphires – the archetypal angry Black woman (Ferris, 2012).  Sapphires 
are rude, loud, stubborn, and overbearing.  While their pointed personality traits are often 
directed at Black men, anyone who opposes a sapphire can be targeted.  They are bitter – 
and they want the rest of the world to be unhappy.  In contrast, aunt jemima-like mammy 
caricatures could also be more docile – having more complicit characteristics and a jolly, 
nurturing nature (Bogle, 2001).  They were more polite than the typical mammy 
caricatures.  They are usually in positions of servitude.  Hattie McDaniel was the first 
Black person to win an Academy Award for her portrayal of a character aptly named 
Mammy in “Gone With the Wind” (1939), a distinctive mammy caricature (Regester, 
2010).  
Essentialism, Caricatures, and “Negative” Images 
Wahneema Lubiano, in an essay called “But Compared to What?:  Reading 





Spike Lee Discourse” criticized this notion that certain Black filmmakers, like Lee, 
should be lauded for their exclusion of Bogle’s historical caricatures of Blackness and for 
their “realism” in their representation of Black characters culture, particularly to White 
audiences.  Essentialism, as Lubiano describes it, assumes that there are characteristics 
that are essential to membership in a group.  She says “realism used uncritically as a 
mode for African-American art implies that our lives can be captured by the presentation 
of enough documentary evidence or by insistence on another truth”, implying that there is 
no singular representation of Black people that is “unacceptable” or “acceptable” – as 
stories of Black people vary greatly (Lubiano, 1991).   
According to this scholarship – it is dangerous to present this narrative of 
Blackness and Black life in order to “intervene in the dominant culture’s construction of 
African Americanness” (Lubiano, 1991).  Similarly, Raquel Gates (2018) describes how 
images of Black people in popular culture can often evoke discussions of Blackness and 
Black life that “acceptable” or “respectable” images do not.  Using the concept of images 
of Blackness in popular culture being “negative", “negativity” is used as a framework to 
discuss politics and social norms present in studies of Blackness and Black life.                                                                                                                        
 While there are differences in scholarship on whether these caricatures indirectly 
harmed the Black community by misrepresenting them or presenting them in 
stereotypical manners, they also served a White political agenda to keep Black 
Americans in a state of inferiority, like Bogle (2001) alleged.  These caricatures persisted, 
even as more Black actors and filmmakers gained notoriety in American society.  These 
caricatures in school environments, however, often acted as a political statement about 





Films and Television Portrayal as Counterstorytelling 
 Edward S. Herman’s propaganda model suggests that the wealthy elite control the 
mainstream media, which only exists to serve the interests of the elite (Goss, 2013).  In 
Herman’s analysis, the mainstream media is a text that is manipulated and molded by the 
wealthy elite.  While the leaders and facilitators of American popular culture, including 
film and television, have been White people (Osborne, 1989), the consumers of this 
popular culture are not.  The stories presented in television and films are often told by 
White people and encouraged by White consumers.  These stories told then “generate 
from a legacy of racial privilege, which racial privilege seems ‘natural’” – expressing 
White privilege through the explicit and implicit messages about the dominance of the 
White race to the screen (Delgado & Stefancic, 1993).  By watching films, television, and 
other indicators of American popular culture, Black people that are consumers often 
buying into and telling White stories (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002).  Black actors, directors, 
and consumers offering their ideas about the experiences and issues with being a Black 
student in America can, however, challenge that ideology that is prominent in other films.  
This, however, is a rare occurrence in the television and film industries. 
 There is a need for a change in this ideology, as many of the issues of preference 
for Whiteness and associating positive traits with Whiteness is still prevalent among 
young Black children.  The Clarks’ Doll Test (1950) found that a disproportionate 
number of Black children preferred the White doll and associated the White doll with 
positive characteristics.  In 2005, a director named Kiri Davis replicated the Clark doll 
study and found very similar results, even a half-century later (Davis, 2005).  She 





Williams (2004) states that people outside of the dominant culture have used their stories, 
parables, satire, parodies, and other forms of storytelling to provide another perspective 
of society.  Delgado (2000) argued that counterstories are a valuable medium to engage 
in cultural critique.  While Delgado applied this ideology to legal studies, I am applying 
this ideology to popular culture – as telling stories that counter a dominant narrative will 
not only influence cultural critique, but critique of what we know to be American societal 
norms. 
 
Portrayals of Black Students, Black Educators, and Powerful Black Figures 
in Popular Culture:  A Film and Television1 Timeline 
As Black students start to develop their own racial identities and their own 
academic identities, it is important to understand how the portrayals of Black people in 
television and on film have historically been presented.  These films and television shows 
will act as texts that guide us through historical and current representation of Black 
students, Black educators, and Black people with advanced degrees in popular culture.  
Although not as dominant as the caricatures that Bogle and Ferris have presented to us, 
Black people have been portrayed as people who have pursued education.  In this context, 
educated will indicate that they are students, educators, or have a degree of some type.  
Black students have been portrayed at every level of education.  Even though some roles 
                                                 
 
 
1 Films and television shows were selected for description and analysis if they included at 
least one major Black character that was portrayed in an educational environment.  Most 
of the films and television shows selected were known by the researcher at the start of the 
research study.   The researcher was also given suggestions of films and television shows 





were somewhat small, the depiction does have an influence – as they are Black students 
who are portrayed as students attempting to get an education.  This, meaning other Black 
students in film, is an identity that current Black students can identify with. 
Pre-1950’s Depictions of Black Students 
American youth films are typically centered on the stories of adolescent, middle – 
class, White students.  Education is situated within those stories – for entertainment 
purposes – education is usually a pathway to partying, drug use, and sexual activity 
(Speed, 2001).  Black students in film, however, have not been as frequent.  While there 
are a significant number of “token” Black students in White films, rarely are their stories 
developed on screen.  Portrayal of Black students was very rare pre-1950 and usually 
very brief.  In Imitation of Life (1934), Peola is shown being exposed as passing for 
White in an in – class scene.  Peola, who is in a class completely of White people, leaves 
the classroom hurriedly and embarrassed as her mother, a Black woman, brings her 
materials for her to get home in the cold, rainy day.  In this instance, however, Peola is 
not developed as a Black person in school as much as she is developed as a young 
woman who is struggling with her race. 
 “The Great Debaters” is a film that was released in 2007 but is based on a true 
story about college students at a historically Black Texas college in the 1930’s.  The film 
centers around Black students on a debate team who not only navigate racial politics and 
discrimination while attempting to be successful as a debate team, but they also navigate 
personal issues with respect to the politics in the Black community surrounding religion 





This film presents very polished Black students who compete with White students who 
attend prestigious institutions like Harvard.  
 The film “Separate But Equal” – while it premiered in 1991, tells the story of the 
Brown v. Board of Education case in the 1950’s.  Depictions of Black students in scenes 
are focused on pre-Brown schooling – the main visuals were of a school in South 
Carolina in 1950.  Black students were subjected to extremely subpar environments in 
schools – old buildings, few resources, and no transportation to and from school.  Young 
children are shown walking alone across dangerous train tracks.  There are many students 
of many different ages in one classroom – and the class sizes are large with one lone 
teacher.  Circumstances are described in which a student walks five miles to and from 
school every day.  White schools, however, are shown in refurbished buildings with nice 
décor.  They have transportation by school buses to and from school as well.  These 
conditions are what prompted them to sue the school board – who refused to give the 
Black school one bus, citing money issues.  It is implied in this film that Black students 
are not characteristically inferior, but they do not receive equal accommodations, which 
inhibits them from certain educational opportunities, like college.  While the film does 
not focus on schooling but more so on the trial, the final decision is not shown to be a 
decision that actually desegregated schools, as it is superimposed at the end of the film 
that while Thurgood Marshall later found success by joining the US Supreme Court, 
schools were not desegregated or improved in a speedy manner.  
Black Students Coming of Age in the 1960s and 1970s 
In ‘Take a Giant Step” (1959) there is an extensive character development of a 





struggling with the racism that he has experienced all of his life as someone who has 
grown up in a middle class, White environment.  Spence is very intelligent and interested 
in Black studies – he even challenges a White teacher who speaks dismissively of the 
education of Black slaves.  He is suspended for these actions – and when chastised by his 
parents for refusing to accept and adjust to the blatant racism of his school – he leaves 
home.  He does find, however, that his intellect is not able to help him survive the “real 
world” on his own, after he is rejected many times.   
 Portrayals of Black students in the late 1960’s and 1970’s allowed for more 
character development and more of a personal feel to Black students in America.  Films 
that featured Black students, however, also featured extreme poverty.  Black sitcoms of 
the time all depicted families who were subjected to poverty due to lack of education or 
access to it.  While there were occasional situations that the young characters in the 
sitcoms would experience in school, the sole focus was not the fact that they were Black 
students in schools.  There were films at that time, however, that depicted Black students.  
In 1975, two films, “Cooley High” and “Cornbread, Earl, and Me” both depicted school 
aged children in their daily lives.   
“Cooley High,” set in the mid- 1960’s in urban Chicago, is the story of two best 
friends, Preach and Cochise, who end up in an unfortunate situation with criminals – 
resulting in the murder of Cochise.  Cochise is a promising athlete in school, while 
Preach is a class clown who does not perform to his full potential.  Neither of them were 
model students – they are shown skipping school, drinking, partying, and engaging in 
sexual activity.  Both boys and their friends, like the sitcoms of the time, grew up in and 





Preach, however, was academically gifted in poetry and literature, showing promise as a 
writer.  The poverty they experienced was a source of comedy, but it was also a place 
with dangerous criminal activity.  While Preach and Cochise were innocent in their 
intentions, the presence of bad people, who were also students at their high school, put 
them in danger.  Cochise is violently murdered at the conclusion of the film. 
 “Cornbread, Earl, and Me” tells a similar story.  Cornbread is a promising athlete, 
with a talent in basketball that has given him many college scholarship offers – which he 
plans to take.  Many believe he is good enough for professional basketball – which will 
allow him to get his family out of their current environment.  While there are no scenes of 
Cornbread in class – he is shown to be a model citizen and student.  He is friendly, he is 
involved in his community, he mentors neighborhood boys, and he avoids the criminal 
activity in his neighborhood.  Much like “Cooley High”, the area was an extremely 
poverty filled area with a high crime rate.  This film also incorporated police brutality and 
intimidation, which was a barrier that all of the members of this community, both 
students and adults, had to overcome.  Cornbread is killed by police officers that mistake 
him for a criminal in the area.  In both of these films, the criminal activity in the 
environment ended the ability of these students to achieve success in their schools. 
 Later portrayals of Black students in the late 1960’s and 1970’s however, focus 
more on attempts to integrate.  Sports and school athletics teams were also major themes 
in the desegregation of various school environments in these films.  “Glory Road” (2006) 
and “Remember the Titans” (2000) were films that while released in the last 20 years, 
they were set in the late 1960’s and 1970’s.  Both films focus on the desegregation of 





Williams high school, which was desegregated in the early 70’s – resulting in a football 
team with the best talent from Black and White students in the area.   The multiracial 
team and coaches, still dealing with the racism of the area and their own prejudices, learn 
how to work together on and off the football field.  Under the leadership of their Black 
coach – they go on to have an undefeated season and help ease racial tensions in their 
area with the pride in their school football team.  “Glory Road” takes place on a college 
campus – where the basketball team has just integrated.  The White coach has to not only 
figure out how to get the team to work together despite their own prejudices and their 
personal battles, but he also has to guide them and navigate in a very prejudiced, 
tumultuous surrounding country.  The team works together and overcomes their own 
differences and wins the championship. 
Both films describe the desegregation of southern towns using sports – and both 
teams dominated their sport.  Both films describe benevolent White coaches who 
sacrificed in their White communities due to the explicit racism of their peers and 
colleagues.  Both films depict the racially integrated teams as able to ease the racial 
tensions of their regions through the success of their sports teams.  Both films rarely 
show any other students, besides the players.  Both films rarely show the students in the 
classroom setting.  Both films also relegated Black women to very small roles – romantic 
interests or children of players and coaches.   
Black Schools and Black Pride:  The 1980s and 1990s 
The 1980’s and 1990’s brought a new era of Black students to television and film.  
New sitcoms abandoned the narrative of extreme poverty and depicted Black people in 





beyond high school.  There were shows like “Saved By The Bell” (first aired in 1985) 
and “Clueless” (a 1995 film that was later adopted as a television show), which centered 
on upper middle class White students with one or two “token” Black students.  In both 
shows, however, the token Black students were also upper middle class students.  Other 
shows during this time, however, put a sole focus on Black families and Black students.   
“The Cosby Show”, which ran for eight seasons, depicted an upper middle class 
family in New York.  The patriarch of the family was a doctor by trade and the matriarch 
of the family, a lawyer by trade.  The children and their educational endeavors were an 
important theme on the show – covering academic issues and social issues that Black 
students face in school.  The show even generated a spinoff series when the eldest 
daughter attends a fictional prestigious Historically Black College or University (HBCU) 
called “Hillman College”. 
The sitcom, called “A Different World”, went on to have six seasons of its own.  
While in previous shows, the focus of the sitcom was the family, “A Different World” 
focused on the college educational and social atmosphere.  It had an abundance of scenes 
and storylines that frequently included students interacting with faculty and student 
affairs professionals.  Storylines tackled a plethora of issues inside and outside the 
classroom – from academic issues including academic integrity, academic dishonesty, 
academic rigor, and diversity in classification of academics in the academy.  In addition, 
the show also featured storylines that undertook social justice issues such as racism, 
classism, colorism, sexual misconduct, criminal justice issues, and domestic violence.  
Depicting a student body comprised of Black people with a wealth of different identities 





Sitcoms and films did not only depict Black students and the issues they often 
face in school, but they also promoted a school-going culture and a college- going culture 
among Black people.  Bill Cosby was known to wear HBCU sweatshirts and 
paraphernalia on his show.  Other sitcoms, like “Martin”, the lead character wore HBCU 
sweaters as well.  On the sitcom, Martin’s romantic love interest, Gina, was a woman 
with a Master’s Degree who worked at a firm.  There were often references to her college 
sorority, educational attainment, and her corporate job.  There were also scenes in the 
show in which Martin volunteered with or visited schools.  The students were all Black, 
and the vast majority of them boys, but many of them were misfits to aid in the comedic 
flavor of the show.  Although this portrayal was stereotypical, the audiences of these 
shows were typically Black people.  Other sitcoms of the time, like “Living Single”, also 
showed main characters who wore paraphernalia that showed Black colleges, 
universities, and Black organizations meant for the support and advancement of Black 
people.  A character on the show named “Maxine was a lawyer by trade.  Another lead 
character on the show, Khadijah, is a small business owner of an urban magazine.  The 
characters on the show were people with social capital. 
Sitcoms like “The Fresh Prince of Bel Air” and “Sister, Sister” also aired in the 
1990’s and focused on Black high school aged children.  “Fresh Prince” was the story of 
Will, a kid from poverty stricken West Philadelphia who is sent to live with his upper 
middle class extended family in Bel Air.  The show tends to focus less on a racial 
dynamic in the experiences of the children and more on class issues between Will and his 
new immediate family.  Will and his cousins attend an almost all White private school – 





class students of color that attend this school.  All of these students are academically 
gifted and participate in a rigorous academic and athletic schedule.  Will, however, is not 
as academically gifted as his classmates and more talented in sports like basketball. 
“Sister, Sister” is an opportunity to see Black women in schooling experiences.  It 
chronicles two young Black identical twins that were separated at birth and reunited as 
teenagers.  One twin, Tia, grew up in poverty after adopted by a single mom; the other 
twin, Tamera, grew up upper middle class and raised by a single father.  The family 
becomes a blended family as they live together.  In school, Tia was very academically 
gifted and a model student – often being in honors classes and destined for higher 
education.  Tamera, however, is less academically driven than her sister, often portrayed 
as a problem child – focusing on her social life, popularity, and dating.  They attend a 
high school that is desegregated, having friends of different racial identity groups.  Their 
storylines, like “Fresh Prince” also focused a lot on socioeconomic status differences and 
various academic and social issues in school rather than on race and racial make-up. 
Films of this era also had focus on Black people in Higher Education.  “School 
Daze” in 1988 depicted life on an HBCU campus during their homecoming season.  
There was an explicit focus on colorism in Greek life, campus activism, and campus 
culture.  The film focuses mainly on social activities – with little to no interaction in the 
classroom.  There were, however, intellectual discussions about Blackness and being a 
Black student that evolved from lessons learned in formal education.  “Higher Learning” 
is a film that focuses on racial and gender experiences at a Historically White campus.  
Black students confront the ignorance and fear of fellow classmates, while White 





students portrayed in the film are two student athletes and an older student who has 
attended the university for a while and has not yet graduated.  The film climaxes when a 
White male student who has been rejected by other members of the campus community 
finds acceptance in a White supremacist group who convinces him to take a gun on 
campus and open fire, killing a few students.  The film’s theme of confronting differences 
and understanding oppressed identities and how they intersect depicts higher education as 
the purview by which students, especially Black students, discover themselves and make 
peace with their place in American society.  
Teaching Black Students: White and Black Educators.   
The mid 1990’s brought a new interpretation of Black students on screen – one 
from the perspective of a White (usually female) educator.  In previous films like the 
previously mentioned “Take A Giant Step” and John Singleton’s “Boyz in the Hood” 
(1991), interactions between White teachers and Black students weren’t positive, they 
were oppressive.  Just as the White female teacher belittled Black intelligence in “Take a 
Giant Step”, there is a scene in “Boyz in the Hood” that depicts White teachers as racially 
insensitive, uninterested, and not well trained to work with Black students.  In the school 
scene in “Boyz in the Hood” – the protagonist of the film, Tre, is being insubordinate to 
his White teacher.  The class – filled with Black children – laughs at Tre.  Tre is then 
challenged to teach the class.  He is still using humor, but he is using history and critical 
thinking that typically isn’t taught in school curriculum.   He taught the class that the 
body of the first man was found in Africa, therefore indicating to the class that every 
human being – all racial identity groups – had geographical roots in Africa.  This directly 





uncivilized people that were stereotypically barbaric.  The lesson, while impressive, 
results in a fight due to the inability of another male student to cooperate with his lesson 
and challenge him with those same White supremacist ideals that he has been taught in 
school.  Later the White teacher, when speaking to Tre’s mother on the phone about the 
incident, continues to use offensive and racially insensitive language – displaying the 
prejudice that is implied in the classroom scene with the children. 
 Changing the prospective from that of the Black child to that of the White 
educator, however, created an interesting shift.  “Up the Down Staircase” in 1967 told the 
story of a White, inexperienced teacher in an inner city school in New York.  While there 
were Black, White, Asian, and Hispanic students in the classroom she taught, they were 
still troubled misfits.  Her guidance, eventually, serves to inspire the students.  This 
narrative of White female teachers in urban schools has persisted throughout the decades.  
“Dangerous Minds” (1995) told the story of a veteran who receives a teaching job at a 
predominantly Black and Hispanic, low income, and underfunded school in California.  
She, much to the chagrin of other educators in the school, uses “unconventional 
methods”, like bribery and incentives, to teach otherwise uninterested and un-teachable 
children.  The Black and Hispanic students depicted are extremely troubled in their 
personal and school lives, hard to teach, insubordinate, and uninterested in school until 
she shows genuine interest in their development – which other educators in the school do 
not seem to show.  This film received criticism for the portrayal of the White educator 
and the students of color.  Despite criticism of its portrayal of students of color and their 
White teachers, many other films have been released with similar storylines – including 





criticism.  Films like these are criticized for having a problematic “White savior” 
narrative in which inexperienced White female educators help troubled youth of color 
(Hughey, 2014).   
Boisterous and unconventional Black male educators have also been depicted on 
screen as saviors of White, Black, and Hispanic misfit students.  “To Sir With Love” 
(1967), a British film, depicted a Black male teacher in an all White class of misfits 
finding methods to teach them curriculum and teach them appropriate social behavior.  
Even though he met resistance, he was eventually accepted and admired in his 
environment – with the White students following his rules, his example, and wanting him 
to remain a teacher in the school.  “Hard Lessons” or “The George McKenna Story” 
depicts the principal of an urban high school, tells a similar story.  This story, however, 
had Black gang members as students in very dangerous situations – which even results in 
the death of one of the students.  The educators have to risk their safety in order to best 
provide an education for the students.  “Coach Carter” (2005) depicts a basketball coach 
of troubled high school students, still adhered to the narrative of Black students being 
poor, in criminal environments and involved with criminal activity, and skilled in 
athletics.  The protagonist of the film, being an unconventional Black male educator, 
shows interest in the personal and athletic development of the students – mainly Black 
and Hispanic males.   
All Black boisterous educators did not always save every Black student.  “Lean 
On Me” (1989) which depicts Principal Joe Clark, not only featured a central Black male 
educator savior, but features other Black educators working tirelessly and hard for their 





prostitutes, and drug users were expelled from the school in order to make the 
environment safer for the other Black and Brown students.  Similarly, “One Eight Seven” 
tells the story of a Black male teacher who, after being stabbed by one of his troublesome 
Black gangbanging students, starts substitute teaching at another school where he kills 
and harms members of a local Hispanic gang who has threatened him as a vigilante.  
These films depict Black educators as not just educators, but defenders of other students 
from dangerous, harmful students.  They are often lauded in the film for their actions. 
Funny Schools:  Comedic Portrayals of Educators in School Settings.   
            Not all of these portrayals were serious in nature.  Television shows like “The 
Steve Harvey Show” and “Hangin’ with Mr. Cooper” depicted Black male educators and 
their interactions with students in a comedic light.  Both of these television shows 
depicted main characters that weren’t successful in other professional careers and, as a 
result, became teachers.  Comedian Steve Harvey portrayed Mr. Hightower, a struggling 
musician who became a high school Music teacher, where he worked with different 
students of different racial identity groups – guiding them all.  He had one Black male 
student who saw him as a father figure.  Comedian Mark Curry portrayed Mr. Cooper, 
once an NBA player who was now a Physical Education teacher and coach.   
Both shows had two major similarities:  The depiction of situations with students 
in a comedic sense, with small scenes with serious undertones.  Both lead actors also 
have communities of other people, mainly Black women, who support them.  Mr. 
Hightower’s best friend and fellow teacher Mr. Robinson supports him in his teaching 
and personal lives.  The schools Principal Ms. Grier, who is also Mr. Hightower’s 





Jenkins, also supports Mr. Hightower and the students.  Mr. Cooper’s two housemates, 
Robin and Vanessa, supported him as he did his best to become a good teacher.   
 Most of the boisterous Black male educators are supported by Black women 
either in the schools or in their personal lives – even though their roles were usually much 
smaller in both film and television.  There was a comedic film, Sister Act II, in which 
boisterous Black female Las Vegas Headliner turned teacher Deloris van Cartier teaches 
music to a group of high school misfits who have great musical talents.  In the first 
installment of “Sister Act” films, van Cartier becomes a nun in disguise, Sister Mary 
Clarence, when placed in witness protection after threatened by a dangerous man.  In this 
sequel, van Cartier is asked to return in her disguise as Sister Mary Clarence – this time 
to help the students to keep the school, an urban school, from shutting down.  Most of the 
students are students of color, however, there are a few White students.  While a teacher, 
in the beginning the students are disrespectful and refuse to open up to Sister Mary 
Clarence.  After a while, they are encouraged by Sister Mary Clarence’s personality, 
which differs from that of the rest of the nuns in the school, and by Sister Mary 
Clarence’s interests in their musical talents – encouraging them to form a choir and win a 
state music competition.  In these depictions, however, dealing with educational issues 
was funny.  While there were serious issues that were depicted, overall these depictions 
were comical. 
The Last Twenty Years of Black Students in Film and Television 
While portrayals of Black students are more common, films and television in the 
last twenty years until very recently have still adhered to dominant portrayals of Black 





teachable attitudes in the classroom.  Films like “Bring It On” (2000) and “Save the Last 
Dance” (2001) adhered to these portrayals and displayed clear urban and rural 
segregation of schools, as the ideas of “Black” and “White” schools still persist decades 
after the Brown v. Board decision and the desegregation of schools.  Both films also 
focus primarily on the Black students’ ability to dance and perform on cheerleading 
squads rather than their academic abilities. 
“Akeelah and the Bee” depicted clear segregation as well – as it tells the story of 
Akeelah and her triumph in winning a Spelling Bee.  Akeelah, a high achieving low-
income student who attends a predominantly Black school in Los Angeles is persuaded to 
enter a Spelling Bee by her principal.  With her coach, a Black man and English 
professor, her single mother, and a host of friends and supporters – most of them Black, 
Akeelah is able to be victorious – even though she had to overcome many more issues, 
dealing with racism and her socioeconomic status, than her peers and competitors.  This 
film, according to director Doug Atchison, was inspired by the fact that there were so few 
students in Scripps National Spelling Bee that were not from wealthy backgrounds.  
Atchison also stated that he wanted to portray Black American students in a manner that 
was not stereotypical – while also portraying the issues that many schools dominated by 
minority students often face in the public school system. 
 “The Boondocks” is an animated, satirical TV show that tells the story of the 
Freeman family:  Ten-year-old Huey, his eight-year-old brother Riley, and their 
grandfather Robert.  The series examines a plethora of social issues, including racism, 
social class, culture, sexism, and homophobia.  Huey and Riley’s experiences often 





including their school experiences.  While The Boondocks has been the source of some 
controversy because of its portrayal public figures, it has also been lauded for its 
transparency and exposure of racism in everyday interactions of people of color with 
“normal White people.”  It was clear in many episodes, however, that the educational 
system failed these young Black students.  None of them were properly educated, 
enriched, or characters with whom others had purposeful interactions.  These portrayals 
are generally present to compliment the underlying messages of a fictional and satirical 
show – it must be noted that these experiences could have detrimental effects on Black 
children inside and outside of the classroom. 
 Television shows like HBO’s “The Wire” continued to show the poverty and 
conditions that Black students in America can still be taught and educated in.  “The 
Wire”, based upon experiences in Baltimore, MD, however, rejects the ideas of 
athleticism of Black students being a dominant narrative – focusing solely on the 
academic experiences of Black students in the classroom and their home lives.  “The 
Wire” also rejects the White savior narrative that has dominated film and television with 
regards to White educators that teach in these films.  In “The Wire”, the White teachers 
often needed guidance from the Black veteran teachers in the school system that worked 
extensively with the students and knew their families and home lives.  
Depictions of Black students in higher education in the past twenty years have 
also focused mainly on social experiences – with Band Life and Greek Life being a 
popular subject.  Drumline (2002), a film in which a young student attends an HBCU and 
becomes a member of their marching band, shows marching band culture on Black 





and is taught a lesson to be humble and learn from those around him as he discovers that 
his talents can take him farther with the right amount of guidance.  The film’s themes 
also touch on respectability politics, pressures on college personnel from administration, 
and Greek life.  Other films focus solely on Black Greek life.  Unlike Spike Lee’s 
“School Daze”, current films tend to focus more on the choreography of step routines that 
the Greek students enact.  “Stomp the Yard” (2007) told the story of a poor student from 
a crime infested environment who, after the tragic loss of his younger brother to gun 
violence, attends an HBCU and joins a Black Greek fraternity – helping them to win a 
step competition and redefining his ideas of brotherhood.  “Step Sisters” (2018) is the 
comedic story of a Black college student in a Black Greek sorority on a historically 
White campus who is bribed with a recommendation to Harvard Law School to teach a 
challenging White sorority to step and compete in a step competition.  Inappropriate 
activity that took place between a White sorority member and others at this sorority house 
was posted on social media and the White sorority risks being kicked off campus if they 
do not compete in this step competition.  Similar themes of sisterhood and unity are 
present – but again there is little focus on academics and heavy focus on social activities 
– even if the premise of the storyline is to be accepted into one of the top professional 
schools in the nation. 
Reality Television 
Reality television is television shows that do not have a written script with actors.  
Many of the personalities on reality television shows are being themselves, not acting.  
The idea is that reality television shows chronicle the daily experiences of people who 





cases in which situations have been manipulated and experiences and reactions are the 
subject of the show.  There are also cases in which specific people are chosen to be 
chronicled, but there are no manipulations in situations on the show.  Reality television 
has become very popular in the last few years.  Black women are often the subjects of 
reality television, as television shows such as “Basketball Wives,” “Real Housewives of 
Atlanta” and “Love and Hip – Hop” often follow the experiences of Black women.  
Reality television shows have been criticized for their portrayals of Black women and 
their alignment with historical caricatures – mainly the jezebel and the sapphire 
archetypes. 
Black Women Empowerment in Film and Television 
The last decade in particular have given birth to more television shows and films 
that have featured powerful and educated Black women.  Shonda Rhimes produced 
shows like “Grey’s Anatomy,” “Scandal”, and “How to Get Away With Murder” have 
starred Black women as doctors, lawyers, political figures, business owners, and law 
students.  Shonda Rhimes, a Black woman, has spoken to media outlets about her desire 
to put more Black women in lead roles on screen.  Mogul Oprah Winfrey’s television 
network “OWN” has many television shows and made – for – television films starring 
educated Black women and men.  “Black-Ish” is a show created by Kenya Barris, a Black 
man.  “Black-Ish” is a comedic television show that chronicles a middle – class family 
and their racial experiences.  The father is an executive and the mother, a Black woman, a 
doctor.  Racial school experiences of their children, from elementary school to high 





school experiences of the oldest daughter when she goes off to college, stars a young 
Black woman. 
 
Conclusion of Chapter 2 
 Racial differences in academic achievement can be attributed to difference in 
environments, not necessarily race.  Even when in similar environments, there are 
circumstances that affect academic identity development of Black people.  Those 
circumstances are evident in historical and current representations of Black people in 
popular culture, namely film and television.  Caricatures have been presented in film and 
television shows that are available for the entertainment of White audiences.  The way 
Black students are portrayed, using cultivation theory, we can infer that representation of 
Black students in film can persuade audience’s minds and ideas about Black students. 
Using Critical Race Theory’s fourth tenet, counterstorytelling, Black people can tell their 
schooling experiences to counter these stories—stories that can be stereotypical and 
reinforce ideology of inferiority of Black people.   
 Chapter 3 presents the methodology used to collect and analyze data in this 
research.  I will delve into the reasoning for my methodology using supportive 










CHAPTER 3:  METHODOLOGY 
Understanding Black women students and their connections to characters on 
screen is important to understanding how racial representation in film and television 
influences the racial and academic identities of students.  In this chapter, I examine the 




Life Narrative Methodology 
This study is designed to collect life narratives through interviews.  Though the 
word “narrative” has often been used synonymously with “story”, Reissman (2008) 
warns scholars not to simplify the collection of narrative research.  In this study, I use 
Reissman’s definition of narrative:  A speaker (my interlocutors) connecting events into a 
sequence for a listener (me) to derive meaning from using informal oral storytelling.  
Racial identity, academic identity, and connections with popular culture are all very 
personal constructs that, as Reissman describes, are perceived by both individuals and 
others, but are also performed in interpersonal relationships and interactions.  The best 
way to connect this oral narrative is by conducting narrative interviews.  Narrative 
interviews are interviews in which the questions probe not only for answers, but also 
probe to better understand pieces of the life of the interlocutor (Creswell, 2008).  





participants’ perspectives, I also want to gain insight into how their experiences have 
shaped who they are as people.  Narratives presents an “unabashedly subjective” story of 
each participant changing and developing through time in particular historical, cultural, 
and social settings (Maynes et al, 2008).  Charles Price (2009) describes life stories as 
entry points to understanding how identities are developed, maintained, and experienced.  
It is important to me to tell their stories, to give the audience a purview of their lives, 
values, and experiences.   
Applying interviews is an appropriate method for collecting research because 
while data about popular culture can be collected using a variety of different methods, I 
am interested in how people relate and connect to popular culture.  Particularly, how 
people understand representation in popular culture and how they apply it to their own 
identities.  For this study, participants were asked about their own life experiences 
including their values, culture, and belief systems over the course of two interviews.  
They were asked about their perspectives about their own representation in popular 
culture and their own academic identities and strategies they use as they navigate and 
thrive in the school environment.  In all of these narratives, they used their own analyses 
of their experiences and the popular culture with which they connected to make sense of 
their perceptions of Blackness, womanhood, and smartness and their application of those 
perceptions in their own lives. Ultimately, I wanted participants to tell their own stories – 
and I wanted to validate their experiences as much as possible. 
Researcher Subjectivity 
As a Black woman with a research background in Black Studies, I am aware of 





therefore can apply those ideas and principles as I conduct research on Black people 
(Parsons, 2008).  For this study, I had to exercise caution, as someone who is so closely 
connected to this work, to monitor bias as much as possible. I feared my positionality 
could potentially cloud my interpretation of the interviews.  I was also considerate of 
Parsons’ paper on positionality.  I am also intentional about the level of vulnerability 
required from me as I completed this research – as many of the participants may not have 
agreed to be interviewed had I not been a Black woman (Small, 2009).  I also applied 
member checking – as I would like to allow my participants to see my data analysis and 
discussion – as I felt that was the best way to ensure I am telling their stories and not my 
own.  While my own story is a piece of this research, it is not the research in its entirety.   
Design of Study 
Each participant provided data via two life narrative interviews.  I felt two 
interviews would be appropriate because they allowed me to connect with the interlocutor 
multiple times in multiple settings – ensuring consistency in their answers. The first 
interview included questions and discussions about their academic experiences from 
kindergarten until their senior year of high school, reflections about what television and 
films they watched and liked in childhood and adolescence before becoming a college 
student, and how they connected with Black female characters on television shows and 
films they saw.  The second interview elicited any clarifications or reflections they may 
have had following the first interview.  This second interview offered a space for 






Snowball (or Chain) sampling was applied in this research, as many of the 
participants either knew me professionally before the interview or they were connected to 
me through another mutual professional colleague.  Patton (1990, 2002) defined finding 
information-rich cases for study as purposive sampling.  Since I am connected to many 
Black women who watch films and television, I could readily use my network to find 
participants that were able to contribute rich narratives to this research.  I also engaged a 
cultural broker to assist in recruitment on campus in order to recruit participants for this 
study.  Spencer (1997) used this method to collect data – which is relevant because she 
also recruited participants with a specific racial identity group and gender to participate in 
her study.  Her study specifically recruited Black male students and centered the 
influence of race on identity development.  There was also a recruitment email that was 
used in order to recruit participants who were not professionally connected to me.  
 Snowball sampling was convenient because it allowed me to start with my own 
network, rather than have to forge new partnerships in order to find participants. 
Snowball sampling also allowed me to expand my network to other people and 
organizations that support Black women due to the type of participants that I was able to 
recruit.  I am limited in my network – but snowball sampling allowed me to pull from 
other networks through word of mouth and the spread of interest in my research using a 
recruitment email.  
Participants 
The participants of this study – referred to as interlocutors - were Black American 
female undergraduates.  All of the participants in this study self-identified as Black 





people – as their representation in popular culture and media is the focus of the research.  
This study did not include first generation Black immigrants.  Research has shown that 
first generation Black immigrants can have stereotypical beliefs about Black Americans 
including the ideas that they are lazy, unmotivated, blame all of their troubles on racism, 
and many others that contribute to the idea that Black Americans do not face racial 
oppression (Waters, 1994).  The study also found that the children of these Black 
immigrants, second generation Black immigrants, can have less stereotypical beliefs and 
are more likely to identify with Black culture.  One of the interlocutors in this study is a 
second generation Black immigrant.  I was cognizant of this research when recruiting 
interlocutors and actively avoided people who identified racially as Black but would 
possibly have those stereotypical ideas about Black American people.   
In order to participate, interlocutors needed to have a high school diploma and be 
currently enrolled in a four-year university.  To be eligible to engage in the study, each 
interlocutor had to be either a first-year student or a sophomore– to prevent fading 
memories while reflecting upon elementary, middle, and high school experiences.  In the 
interviews, the interlocutors were asked to recall their experiences in the context of three 
time periods:  Elementary school, middle school, and high school.  Interlocutors also 
reflected upon their K-12 experiences when recalling their racial and academic 
experiences.   They were then given the opportunity to articulate their own influences in 
popular culture and relate them to experiences as students in the K-12 environment.  
They were given a space to actively reflect on their current educational environments as 





and contrast their past television and film watching habits with their current television 
and film watching habits. 
Eight undergraduate women participated in the study.  The number of 
interlocutors in life narrative research varies depending on the nature of the study 
(Maynes et al, 2008).  The narratives of eight different women provided a sufficient 
amount of data to determine commonalities.  I intentionally selected interlocutors from 
two different institutions of higher learning in an attempt to ensure diversity of 
perspectives.  Six women were enrolled full time at Gotham University – a historically 
White university.  One woman was a student enrolled full time in Wakanda University – 
a historically Black university.  One woman was enrolled at Gotham University but had 
taken courses and participated in extra-curricular activities at Wakanda University.  This 
information is presented in Table 1. 
Table 1 - University Enrollment of Participants 
Wakanda University Lisa Maya, while enrolled at 
Gotham, has influences 
from Wakanda University. 
Gotham University Joan, Nakia, Raven, Maya, 
Gina, Angela, and Penny 
 
The two institutions that I selected serve two different types of student bodies – as 
one institution is a historically Black institution and the other a historically White 
institution.  Engaging interlocutors from both of these environments, which substantially 
differ with regards to racial identity make-up, allowed me to examine perspectives from 
students in predominantly Black environments and predominantly White environments.  
To allow for a complete analysis of racial make-up of schools, I also asked the 





and high school grades. University.  She currently, however, is enrolled at Gotham 
University full time.   
Gotham University is a public, historically White university.  Of the total student 
population in the September 2017, Gotham University had the following racial /ethnic 
demographics2:  71% White and 27% People of Color - 10% of the total population was 
Black or African American.  Wakanda University is a public, historically Black 
university.  Of the total student population in February 2018, Wakanda University had 
the following racial /ethnic demographics3:  75% Black or African American, 11% 
White, and 7% non-Black students of color.  
Any Black woman who is a first year or sophomore enrolled in either Gotham or 
Wakanda University was eligible to participate in this study.   Participants were recruited 
separately depending on the University at which they attend.  At Gotham University, 
participants were recruited through snowball or chain sampling.  Black women who 
indicated they were interested in participation were sent a recruitment email.  At 
Wakanda University, Black women were recruited through recommendations from 
Wakanda University staff members.  The recruitment email detailed a description of the 
study followed by a brief description of the questions that were asked during the 
interview.  Informed consent was obtained by going over a consent form with each 
participant prior to their interview – for which they signed for the researcher’s records.   
 
                                                 
 
 
2 The racial and ethnic demographic information presented is an approximation.  It also 
does not account members of the student body who identify as biracial or multi-ethnic. 
3 The racial and ethnic demographic information presented is an approximation.  It also 






Interview data was the primary data source for this dissertation.  Interviews 
ranged in length from 45 minutes to two hours.  For each interlocutor, the first interview 
generally 90 minutes long. The second interview, however, was shorter and interview 
questions were had more broad questions.  Two to three weeks after their initial interview 
I offered participants a chance to add any information or clarify any discussion points.  
None of my interlocutors had anything they felt needed to be clarified or corrected.  After 
the collection of all of the data, I included a peer debriefing process by allowing a fellow 
Black female doctoral candidate to see the stories and provide her thoughts on the 
presentation of and analysis of the narratives.   
The interviews took place in a variety of environments – all of which were chosen 
by the participant.  There was limited distraction in some of the interview environments, 
as some of the environments were restaurants with miscellaneous sounds in the 
background. Each interview was audio-recorded with the participant’s consent. The 
privacy and confidentiality of each participant was the top priority.  Each participant was 
given a pseudonym chosen by the researcher – their government-identified names are not 
used in this dissertation.  Each interview was saved as a voice file and uploaded to 
OneDrive, a password protected file storage website.  When using OneDrive, the 
password must be secure and must be changed at least every ninety days.  Each of the 
signed consent forms was scanned and uploaded to OneDrive.  The original signed 







Qualitative Data Analysis 
The data collected was, as Reissman (2008) describes, a “coproduction” of stories 
between my interlocutor and me.  In this study, narratives were also social objects – as 
they also indicated cultural perceptions and perspectives in addition to their ideas.  Since 
I was an active participant in the collection of this data – part of the analysis of data was 
my interpretation of their performance of identities, specifically Blackness, womanhood, 
and “smartness”.  Performance, in this study, does not negate authenticity of the 
narratives told – but is confirmation that people are consistently putting their identities on 
display with intention – understanding who the audience is in the process (Reissman, 
2008). I had to assess these performances of identity using Dialogic or Performance 
Analysis – used specifically for narrative data.  I used two arenas for assessment of 
performance:  An analysis of how they exposed their own narratives or cultural truth, and 
how they interacted with me as the researcher and their audience (Reissman, 2018).  This 
required a combination of note taking during the interviews on their body language, facial 
expressions, and tones of voice.  I also took detailed memos about my interactions with 
each interlocutor before, during, and after each of the interviews.  All of the data were 
analyzed and coded to identify commonalities in the participant responses about 
themselves and their academic identities as well as similarities in the shows and films 
they watch and how they were interpreted.  I constantly revisited each interview 
recording and transcription, keeping note of shifts in tone, stories, and the aura of the 
environment. 
While each interview consisted of pre-determined questions, each of the 





experience.  As previously stated, I am a part of the in-group in this study – I am a Black 
woman speaking to Black women about their experiences in order to analyze and 
interpret data regarding the experiences of Black women.  In many of these narratives, I 
was engaged with my interlocutor in a humorous, emotional, or anger-inducing 
recollection of memories.  In this research, my data wasn’t just the words that my 
interlocutors spoke, but data was also in their body language, inflections in their voices, 
and other nonverbal cues as I presented a co-construction of the narratives of each of the 
participants (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996).  Even though I shared common identities with 
each interlocutor, there was a generational gap that is present between the interlocutors 
and myself.  There were times when I had to complete additional research on slang and 
on newer television shows and films that the interlocutors spoke about to strengthen my 
interpretation of their narratives. 
There were no special tools used to analyze this data.  I transcribed all of the 
interviews by hand.  I coded the data by hand, and did not opt to use any software.  
Commonalities and differences emerged in participants’ stories during the first interviews 
of a few participants.  Below, I have included a chart that generalizes the type of data I 
collected and how I collected this data, categorized by the research questions in this 
study. 
I encouraged the participants to be comfortable and therefore informal in the 
interviews, so the language used by the women while telling their stories was also 
informal.  I used Roberts’ (1997) theory that transcribers have to develop a system of 
transcription that produces accurate and readable representations of our conversations, 





these interviews.  The women’s words are described in this paper in order to further 
ensure authenticity in their stories.  I did not want to change the words, phrasing, or 
grammar to make it “acceptable,” simply to misinterpret, misconstrue, or falsify the 
stories of these women.  Their stories matter, as do their voices and words.  I organized 
the stories to highlight salient themes and to create uniformity in their presentation.  I also 
added notes to clarify cultural and media references that aren’t universally known or 
understood. 
Table 2 – Categorical Organization of Types of Data Collected 
 Type of Information Type of Data from 
Interlocutor Narrative 
Method of Data 
Collection 
Research Question 1: How 
does Black television and 
film cooperate with 
academic experiences 
















Research Question 2:  How 
do Black women see and 
understand Black women in 
television and film? 
 
Perceptual Descriptions of 
experiences, 
explanations, and 
analyses of film and 








 The study has limitations.  Since my interlocutors were all college students, I 
operate under the assumption that their academic achievement was great enough for them 
to enroll in public, four-year universities.  I did not collect any data from students who 
did not have grades that did not grant them access to certain types of colleges – which 
skews my data when speaking about academic identity.  There was a high possibility that 
I did not have access to participants with a certain type of academic identity.  I also 





predominantly Black and the other historically and predominantly White.  My choice in 
participants from both of these environments could contribute to diversity in academic 
identities.  Both institutions are classified as selective, as the minimum grade point 
average and standardized test score required for acceptance is higher than other colleges 
and universities in the area and in the country.  
  The life narrative methodology was important to understand their choices, 
decisions, and understandings of themselves and the world around them.  While this 
methodology is highly effective – it depends greatly on memory and reflection.  While 
the thoughts of these women were understood as is, there is a possibility that their 
perspectives about their racial and academic identities will shift with more knowledge, 
different experiences and different interactions.  This research, however, is indicative of 
their social constructions of Black womanhood, racial identity, academic identity, and 
popular culture at this period in their life. 
 Another limitation: I was only able to conduct so many interviews with so many 
people in the timeframe available.  While eight women can share their stories and I can 
find commonalities – there were a limited amount of interlocutors available for this study.  
Since I was limited in the number of interviews I could complete – I was not able to have 
a large number of interlocutors with whom I could conduct interviews.  In qualitative 
methodology, however a smaller number of participants is not always a limitation – as 
one source of data can provide an abundance of information. Small (2009) described 
completing qualitative studies with small sample sizes and snowball sampling as research 
that is not extremely biased due to a small number of participants – as all qualitative 





data, a “set of cases with particular characteristics that cannot be ‘controlled away’” 
(Small, 2009).  While the number of interlocutors may have been small – they provide 
rich data that I might not have been able to eliminate bias from.  My language in this 
research is intentional in order to offer clarity concerning how I, as the researcher, 
interpret the data from my positionality and how the data is incorporated throughout this 
work in the collection, analysis, and dissemination of this data.  
 
Conclusion of Chapter 3 
 This study sought to understand how Black female characters that Black women 
college students have seen in their kindergarten through high school experiences have 
influenced their academic identity and racial identity, if at all.  As these participants have 
watched these characters in film and television, I wanted to know how they have been 
influenced racially and academically.  This study intended to provide participants a space 
to share their high school experiences, racial experiences, how representations of them 
have resonated with them, and how they have differed from their experiences through in 
depth interviews with the researcher.  In the Chapter 4, I present those stories in detail in 









CHAPTER 4:  THE STORIES OF BLACK WOMEN 
This section will present eight Black women’s stories:  Joan, Nakia, Maya, Raven, 
Gina, Angela, Penny, and Lisa.  Joan, Nakia, Raven, Maya, and Gina are second – year 
students at Gotham University.  Angela and Penny are first – year students at Gotham 
University.  Lisa is a first – year student at Wakanda University.  All of these women 
have had a multitude of racial and academic experiences.  All of these women connect 
with Black characters, Black actresses, and Black stories on screen in different capacities. 
 
Joan4 
 Joan and I first met on a sunny late morning in a restaurant – which turned out to 
be a very hard place to do the interview.  There was anonymity because even in an 
environment where there were many people walking around, no one knew who we were 
or about what we were talking.  The music playing in the restaurant was exceptionally 
loud.  I made sure to ask Joan if she was comfortable in this environment and she 
maintained that she was.  She had faux locs, a popular style among Black women in 
which their hair is styled to resemble dreadlocks, in her hair – they looked great to 
me.  Joan and I had met previously.  Every previous interaction with Joan included her 
wearing a baseball cap with her dark hair slicked back under it.  I did not know if this 
                                                 
 
 
4 The name “Joan” is based off of a character from the television show “Girlfriends”, 
chronicling the life experiences of four Black women friends in Los Angeles.  Joan is 





“new look” was due to her coming to school in the Fall intending to return with a new 
look, or if the previous times I had seen her in the summer reflected moments where she 
preferred a relaxed summer look. Irrespective of Joan’s motives, from my purview as a 
Black woman with a keen interest in the hairstyles of my community, the faux locs 
looked great.  They, to me, seemed to show more of her fun yet reserved personality, and 
she seemed more confident and personable with this hairstyle.  The temperature was very 
comfortable in the restaurant.  It was very humid and muggy outside - so being inside 
was comforting.  It was shaded, almost as if the sun was not out fully. 
 Joan is a 19-year-old sophomore at Gotham University.  She attended 
predominantly White schools in her K-12 Education.  She described her academic 
experiences before started college with confidence, as she says they came easy to her: 
“Everything before college, like high school, middle school, elementary school, 
but specifically high school was very easy.  I didn’t know how to study when I 
got here (Gotham) because there I never had to.  I kind of had a strong support 
system, like, not just at home but even at school.  The kids that they viewed as 
more “worthy” based on grades they kind of gave everything to which was 
messed up but I was on the receiving end of it.  So that was a pretty good 
experience.  Like nothing was too hard, like APs or anything.  I kinda breezed 
through it.  The Junior Marshals.  I can’t remember how many of us there 
were.  But they would always tell us about so many things that I knew like my 
other friends that weren’t [Junior Marshals] or just didn’t care...  Or even the ones 
that did care they just wouldn’t reach out and tell them about it.  Even though it 
was some of the students that need it (the resources) the most.  They kind of had 
this mindset that only the top whatever percentile of the grades deserved to 
know.” 
 
Joan’s academic identity was highly dependent on her grades – a trait she says she 
got from her mother.  Her mother, who she described as having toxic views, shaped Joan 
to be just like her, which Joan has lately resisted.  Joan, however, feels as though she is a 
lot different from her mother.  She described her mom’s differences from hers with 





“I look exactly like my mom which that is a whole ‘nother problem. She’s  
like, ‘I'm supposed to be just like her because I look like her’.  So she like 
instilled a lot of...[deep breath] My mom has a lot of like toxic views. Deep down 
in my heart I know she is a Conservative Republican. Its just interesting cause she 
was always big on that. And like my hair, she hated when I started straightening it 
or whatever. Because I like heat damaged it. And I had to cut it all off again. And 
the older I got, it's more like and 4A5, kind of, and she hated it. She loves when 
my hair was like looser. Which kind of like, it made me realize how much is 
ingrained in my mama that I had to unlearn.” 
 
Joan’s faux locs were a style completed in her hair without her mother’s consent.  She 
described her mother as a “conservative republican”, implying that her views were often 
detrimental to her ability to love and appreciate her Black womanhood. 
Her grades never faltered, as she described how people who praised her for her 
academic accomplishments and that often affirmed her academic identity in school 
settings.  Her racial identity, however, was often affirmed through social media – as she 
frequently described interactions on social networking sites as her opportunity to engage 
and grow in conversations about racial experiences.  Her racial identity in conjunction 
with her academic identity, however, clashed.  She often felt she needed to prove herself 
because she, as a Black woman, was a minority in her classes and in her circles of 
friends.  She described how she never had classes with other Black people starting from 
her middle school days.  Being the only Black person was hard for her: 
“From starting with middle school, the students with the highest grades, they kept 
them in the exact same class for 6, 7th, and 8th grade.  They never changed.  And 
when we got to high school and we all went to the same high school and all took 
AP classes.  So [being around a lot of White people] wasn’t even as much as by 
choice as much as who was mainly in those classes.  And that’s who I like, ended 
up with.  And I remember I hated – like I was the only Black junior marshal, I 
hated it.  I was, I guess, happy that I was in it. But I hated it when we had to do all 
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the pictures because it just, it was like all these people were my friends.  But it 
just reaffirmed something that I’d always kind of been annoyed with.” 
 
Joan described her academic experience as an isolating one as she was often the 
only Black person.  Even though she was friendly with White people, she found it hard to 
escape troubling situations, even socially.  She describes one such situation with her 
friends when she was in middle school: 
“I distinctly remember it was like 6th grade and that was when offensive jokes 
were really a thing. …In like 6 or 7 grade…Looking back I think I was the token 
Black girl.  Which I was also the only one in the class.  But I kind of was cool 
with it solely for that.  So there would be like the whole ‘offensive jokes about 
every race’ thing and I would just have to laugh it off because I was the cool 
friend. I was 11, mind you… I don't, like, beat myself down about that.  I was 11.  
But by high school I would have been like not down for that.” 
 
She also mentioned taking a more standard level course and not connecting with the 
Black people who were in that course: 
“I hated math. So all of my friends were in AP Calc when I should have been. But 
after AP Statistics I dropped back to Foundations of College Math, just cause I 
didn't want to deal with it.  I was surrounded by a circle I had never been in and 
that was pure hell. I was, like I was cool with everyone in high school.  And then 
it was like, everyone was like a year older than me. But somehow they knew who 
I was and didn't like me solely because they thought I didn't like being Black.” 
 
She described the understanding that she was different from her classmates when 
she got to high school: 
“I knew I was Black… because in elementary school it was this private school 
with a lot of White people. In Middle School classes were nothing but White 
people. High school - White people.  I had Black friends but I was still 
surrounded by White people. It wasn't until 9th grade when I was around White 
people that I realized that I'm always with them but I'm not them.” 
 
Film and television, however, gave her the opportunity to expand her interests and 





television shows.  She excitedly described herself as a “cartoon kid”.  She also expressed 
her great interest in historical dramas, specifically European history: 
“I’m really into the courts.  I know all the ‘which king was which, which wife was 
which, which affair was which’.  My mom is real big on regal looking, huge 
furniture [incomprehensible] ceilings, stuff like that.  So I think that was like a 
fantasy I always had as a kid.  So I never outgrew it, I just really got into it. Oh, 
and all of the books – I was really like a history buff.  It was all like 1500s 
drama.” 
 
There weren’t any Black female characters in the shows that she watched when she was 
in high school, but she vividly remembers watching Disney shows like “Proud Family” 
and “That’s So Raven” as an elementary school kid.  She described the positive impact 
that Raven, as a character, had on her: 
“They would actually touch on real life issues because I remember one (episode), 
I can’t remember the entire premise of it, I just remember it really stuck with me 
because I was little.  And they touched on racism, and Raven was talking about 
how it has to be discussed.  Now that would never come up, especially on 
Disney.“ 
 
She even watched “The Cheetah Girls” so much that she got bored watching them – but 
she watched those shows to see Black women on screen.  She described how she 
imagined the “Kim Possible” character Shego, whose skin was green amongst other 
White characters, as a Black woman.  She described her frustration with the show and 
understanding Shego’s character: 
“I got annoyed because the closest thing to a Black person was Shego.  And I was 
four and remember asking my mom about that. She was the green one, but, like, 
in my head Shego was Black.  There was no other representation.  Shego was the 
best character, like, she wasn’t evil.  She was a good person.  Everyone else on 
the show was White and a redhead.  So Shego was kind of who I clung to.” 
 
Joan, however, connected with other characters in the television she watched.  
She watches more television shows and films with Black women now and describes a 





She tells the story of how she became aware of colorism amongst Black actresses by 
observing her generation’s, as she described, “Holy Trinity of Black Representation:” 
“…its still is interesting, like the concept of colorism. Someone brought it out to 
me, that like my favorite celebrities were all like Zendaya, Amandla [Stenberg], 
Yara [Shahidi]…  Only because I have my own reasons.  But it brought to mind 
the fact that they are kind of the faces of like Black representation. And it's just 
those three. And they're all pretty much like 3A6 hair… I realize I'm kind of blind 
to issues that don't affect me as much. So I got in an argument with one of my 
friends about how me and Amandla are like the same complexion so it's 
ridiculous to call it colorism. And then in hindsight went back and made that 
right. Because I like realize I actually was wrong... There's not enough dark 
skinned representation.  One of my little cousins is like, I don't know, she's like 
more of her dad's (darker) complexion. We were talking about that because she 
brought up how she doesn't see a lot of it. And she's 16. So she was mentioning 
how she's tired of only seeing like lighter celebrities in the media. And how she 
wants to see representation for like dark skinned women.” 
  
Now, Joan says she is very particular about the shows that she watches.  She will 
make sure that there is a Black character on the show before she becomes invested in the 
storyline.  She is actively looking for shows with representations of Black people that are 
a contributing piece of the show. 
 When speaking about contemporary (or recent) films like the Oscar-nominated 
film “Black Panther,” she praised the positive representation of Black people, but she 
lamented about the, in her words, “exploitation of Black drama”: 
“There’s just so many films and shows coming out that are surrounding the 
narrative of ‘police brutality’ and all this.  That is what I felt about ‘The Hate U 
Give’ to an extent.  We know it happens, like most of us go to the media looking 
for an outlet – away from it.  It just seems like a blockbuster trope now.  So it was 
positive to see ‘Black Panther’, because I preferred that.  Just seeing it and how it 
was everywhere.  I don’t even watch superhero films, but I went to the theaters to 
see it.”  
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 Nakia and I met in a restaurant somewhat close to Gotham University’s campus.  
It was very active outside – and it was in the middle of a hot and sunny day.  Both of us 
seemed tired, with disheveled clothing and long sighs as we situated our things to prepare 
for the interview.  She was just leaving a class and I was just coming from teaching a 
class.  We both just seemed to be fatigued with the thought of completing another task in 
addition to our daily routines.  The restaurant was very loud and filled with music and 
loud voices of other restaurant patrons – which made me slightly anxious before starting 
the interview because Nakia is very soft-spoken.  She has a very timid demeanor and a 
very calm voice, and in previous interactions she usually didn’t speak much in groups 
unless prompted.  I was also slightly anxious about dominating the interview because she 
is so soft-spoken – as I didn’t want to try and overcompensate and fill silence.  I wanted 
to make sure she was as comfortable as possible.   
We caught up a little before the interview started, she told me about how classes 
had been going for her.  She also told me about some of her aspirations to join some other 
clubs and organizations on campus.  I encouraged her in her search – as I understand that 
it is hard for a young Black girl to find a place to belong on Gotham University’s campus.   
 Nakia is a 19-year-old sophomore at Gotham University.  She attended a rural 
school and is from a rural county.  Early in the interview, she started to talk about the 
racial isolation she often felt being a Black girl in high achieving courses: 
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“I was always like the only Black kid in the majority of my classes because I 
pretty much excelled and once I got to high school.  My course load was full of 
AP classes - and not a lot of the other African American students would be 
there.  They were smart but they just didn’t want to put in the time or they 
just didn’t do it in general.  I mean it felt weird in class sometimes when I’d be 
the only one that stood out, the only one... other little cliques and stuff they would 
hang out after school and stuff and I wasn’t really invited to most of those events.  
It made me feel separated at times even though like, I was on the same level as 
them. Black people looked at me like ‘Oh she thinks she’s better than us cause 
she’s always like in classes with [White people], she knows them and stuff.’ But it 
wasn’t like that the majority of the time.  So I couldn’t hang out with the Black 
kids because they thought that I thought that I was better than them then when I 
was with the White kids, but I didn’t feel like I was the same as them.”   
 
 However, she did receive some type of affirmation as a Black girl considered as 
“smart.8”  She received some types of praise from teachers for her academic 
achievements.  She described being mentored by an educator at her high school, a Black 
man, who, restored her confidence: 
“In the 9th grade, there was this male who was over the technology department of 
our schools in my local county.  He started this camp, and it was a 3D technology 
camp and he taught us like how to code and how to use the technology that he 
was using.  I started [that camp] and he, I don’t know he kind of became like my 
mentor.  And I really felt like I could actually do something in life because of 
him.  He was always like pressuring me to stay on top of school and that 
whenever I do graduate from high school I could really just be anything that I 
wanted to be because I had the capabilities.  So, its kind of like a father figure but 
also he just believed in me.  I needed that.  I needed someone that was on my side 
and he was that person.  He actually helped me decide which school to go to, 
too because I was stuck between State and Gotham.  He told me I want to go to 
Gotham and I thank him for that because it has been the right decision so far.” 
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 Even with this affirmation and mentorship, she felt a clash between her racial 
identity and her academic identity.  She talks about how her race heightened the 
affirmation and recognition she got for her academic achievements: 
“No one really expected from me what I actually accomplished sometimes. And it 
was hard for me to make friends, too at times.  I also feel like I got more praise 
for what I did do because I was a minority and everyone else expected the other 
[White] ones to do great but when I did great it was even better because, you 
know…” 
 
That recollection tied directly back to her often being the only Black person in her 
academic environments.  She also described her strict upbringing from her grandparents 
and how that often limited her to academic achievement: 
“I wasn’t really allowed to do anything else except for school.  It was always 
school.  School, school, school, school, school.  And even after school it was 
about college, so I didn’t really have time to worry about anything else.  So from 
a really young age it was instilled in me that academics was the only way out.” 
 
She didn’t feel as though her family affirmed her racially as well.  She felt they should 
have affirmed her racially, because they were the Black people that raised her. 
 Nakia said she also watched a lot of television in her youth and adolescence.  She 
described in detail how the shows she would watch on television evolved from cartoons 
to reality based drama shows: 
“Elementary school I watched a lot of kids shows, I guess.  I enjoyed PBS. I can’t 
remember if ‘That’s so Raven’ was in elementary or middle.  I think it was 
elementary.   Like 5th grade.  And the ‘Proud Family’ was my favorite 
too.  Middle school to high school, it was a lot of reality TV and drama shows.   
 
While she watched shows that featured Black women as characters – many of the 
portrayals that she saw were not associated with positive qualities.  She did describe 





friends associated her with the character Olivia Pope from the show “Scandal9.”  She 
described her thoughts about and associations with Black women in television candidly: 
“On the contrary, I used to watch Olivia Pope on ‘Scandal’ and my friends used to 
compare me to Olivia Pope like all the time. I guess I, I don’t know she was just a 
wise woman and I guess that’s what they saw in me – I don’t know.  I took it as a 
compliment.  She dresses very nicely.  But she’s really passionate about her 
career.  And she did whatever it took to get the job done and I liked that.  I feel 
like once you find your passion, well, once I find my passion I hope to have that 
same zeal as she has.” 
 
One of the other Black female characters with whom she identified was Annalise 
Keating: 
“Annalise Keating [From the show ‘How to Get Away with Murder10’]. She 
basically covered up a whole murder on her show.  That just showed us how 
passionate she was about the people that she was teaching. I also identified with 
Raven [‘That’s So Raven’] and Penny [‘The Proud Family’].  Because at the time 
they were the only Black females on TV really that I watched.  And I felt like 
some of the experiences that they had I was going through.  It made me feel a 
little better about life in general.  In school mostly because that’s where most of 
them were at but in social life too.  For example, I guess none of the friends are 
the same race, like in the ‘Proud family’… My family used to – I wouldn’t say 
‘pick on me’ - but they always noticed that I never had a group of Black friends at 
school stuff.  They were always either biracial or some other race.” 
 
 At times, Nakia appeared to convey feelings of disconnection from some of the 
Black female characters she described.  She described the Black women from the 
television shows that she watched as “well put together.”  She described an initial intense 
focus upon women who were advanced, who were in close friendships and relationships, 
and who spent a lot of time with their friends.  She described a sense of becoming 
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disconnected from that intense focus, because she described her experience as being 
“alone most of the time.”   She also described Black women in the films she watched as 
simplistic caricatures – rarely having any depth to their character and histories.  She 
found herself relating more to White characters due to the fact that many of the Black 
women in film she saw were underdeveloped.  She describes how she connected with 
Claire Standish, a female character in the 1985 film “The Breakfast Club:” 
“…she’s kind of seen as the ‘goody two shoes’ or whatever.  She was very 
innocent in a lot of ways until the end of the movie.  I was pretty unexposed to a 
lot of things until I came to college – that's how my family wanted it to be.  Don’t 
know why but.  Yeah – I identify with her in a lot of ways.” 
 
 Nakia went on to describe her background with her grandparents, who she felt 
protected her because of the mistakes that some others in her family have made after 
exposure to certain things.  To Nakia, her grandparents limited her exposure in order to 
keep her focused on school and academic success.  She does feel, however, that limited 
exposure might also have contributed to her, as she described, “anti-social” behavior 
today as a college student.  Anti-social, in this case, refers to being withdrawn or less 
engaged with other people around her rather than the clinical term for “anti-social” 
behavior in social situations.  She is, using her words, “content”. 
 Nakia, with the help of social media, felt affirmed as a Black woman even though 
not all representation on social media was positive: 
“On Facebook, a lot of other Black girls they didn't know how to get on social 
media and act like they had sense.  There was always a lot of discussing things 
that they were posting and talking really nasty and stuff.  Then when I would see 
viral posts of, it was like right around the time that we graduated, and I had saw a 
lot of viral posts of African American girls like with their caps and gowns and 






 Her television and film choices now differ.  Nakia told me about a film she 
recently saw that she really connected with because of her hair.  The film, called 
“Nappily Ever After,” is about a woman who has a great pride in her hair and her hair 
care regimen, and suddenly, after a series of life changing events, cuts off all of her hair. 
Nakia spoke fondly of the film and shared her current hair stories to demonstrate how the 
two stories were connected: 
“… I’ve seen the movie on Netflix, the Sanaa Lathan11 movie - that kind of spoke 
to me.  I know its dealing with hair and stuff but it also shows how her hair 
influenced her personality and how that influenced her entire life and who she 
was as a person.  I connected with that movie a lot because ever since I was in 
high school, I wanted to cut all of my hair off.  And my family was like no, 
because you’ll be seen as masculine and you won’t get a good job because you 
won’t fit the profile or whatever.  And the movie made me think a lot.  I cut my 
hair on Sunday actually.  (I told her it looks good).  Its all choppy and stuff 
because I didn’t know what its doing.  I’ve been a little stressed lately so that was 
just a relief of stress.”  
 
 Nakia stated that she does not really watch reality television anymore, but her 
choices tend to be more serious or more dramatic.  She does make sure that she has a 
general interest in whatever she watches.  She mentioned “Insecure12,” as it makes her 
laugh.  She also talked about the film “Black Panther” as a positive experience for her. 
After we wrapped up the interview, I made sure to encourage her to cut off all of 
her hair, if that is what she wanted to do. I thought she would look great with it.  As I 
thought back to the first interview, when she revealed that she didn’t believe that she was 
affirmed racially, I thought this was the perfect moment to encourage her to change her 
hair.  I wanted to be an advocate and not a researcher in this moment.  Nakia is beautiful, 
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she is worthy, and she is enough – regardless of the amount of hair on her head.  Plus she 
would really just look great with the style – she has the head shape and the trendy fashion 
sense for it.  I recognize that I had a duty in that situation to offer that affirmation and 
encouragement as she moves forward in this discovery of herself and her Black 
womanhood.  I really hope she cuts her hair. 
 
Raven13 
 Raven and I met on a hot, sunny day.  She seemed stressed when we locked eyes 
at our meeting place - she told me that she had something to tell me.  Raven proceeded to 
tell me that she was taken aback by some of the language used by a White professor in 
one of her courses – and the professor was unapologetic about the language.  From what 
she described to me – the course would be taught with the underlying ideology that 
certain populations, Black people being one of them, are “disposable”.  Raven was 
shocked that the professor was so comfortable with describing certain populations with 
this language, but she was even more shocked that fellow students of color, particularly 
Black women, did not seem to be outraged with her.  Their indifference was sickening to 
her, and that was one of many stressful experiences that Raven was enduring as a Black 
female student at Gotham University.   
 I tried to affirm her and her emotions as we got started with the interview.  As a 
woman who was once a Black girl in a predominantly White classroom with a White 
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teacher – I felt it my obligation to offer affirmation to, if nothing else, let her know she 
was not alone.  We sat in a small, quiet room, so we did not have to compete with other 
voices while speaking to each other.  Raven, a 19-year-old sophomore from a rural town, 
was somewhat tranquil in her demeanor.  She has told me in previous conversations said 
her academic experiences prior to starting college were somewhat hard, and preceded to 
tell a story of excellence in her K-12 education. 
 “Middle School is when I started to be put in the honors classes. I was in the 
Duke TIP school year program, so we took like the PSAT early. In high school -  
the same thing. I didn't really take regular classes in high school. I took AP 
classes and I took a bunch of math classes. I always took a lot of math classes. I 
was in an academy in high school. It was based in health. Some of our classes 
were for college credit.  And it actually led me to a club [HOSA – Future Health 
Professionals] and we ended up traveling all over the country with the club.  Then 
I also took Community College classes in high school.  I also worked, well 
shadowed doctors at a Medical Hospital, an Army hospital.” 
 
Raven candidly described how she was affirmed as a “smart” woman in high  
school – and the subsequent opportunities that were provided for her as a result.  She 
talked about two women who mentored her – one such relationship is described below: 
“Well in high school I had a teacher, she was a Black woman, so I kind of saw her 
as a motherly figure, I think. So she always wanted to push me into something 
new, like you can do this, like here's a new experience. HOSA, for example:  I ran 
for State office.  She was like ‘Oh you can do this, you can stay after class and do 
these mock interviews, and study the handbook’ – A really thick handbook.  She 
was always like ‘Here's this opportunity, and here is this opportunity’.” 
 
Her family members also affirmed her – they praised her for academic 
achievement and encouraged excellence.  Peers and classmates often looked to her for 
assistance with academic work.  Teachers and administrators held her up as a model 
student.  This experience was an interesting one for Raven – as she was often the only 





was a major reason why she did not have many Black friends at her elementary, middle, 
and high schools: 
“…when I was in elementary school, I don't really remember there being other 
Black kids. Not like at all but in my classes. So when I got to Middle School, 
there was this shift like the honors track kids and the normal track kids. and the 
majority of the Black kids were put in the  normal track…I wasn't in those classes 
with them. So I didn't get to meet them either at that point. And then once I 
reached high school, I did make Black friends at that point. There wasn't a lot of 
us in general. But I sometimes wish I did, or I feel like I tried to talk to the 
Black kids but I wasn't like them. Like I didn't understand some of the things that 
they were going through.  So I didn't try to continue friendships with them when I 
knew there were these other kids that I got along with well.”   
 
She later elaborated on why she felt separated from other Black students in her 
community: 
“I feel like it has a lot to do with where you live. A lot of the Black kids on the 
island they lived separately, like in a separate neighborhood than everyone else. 
Like they were all in like the poor section, and nobody went on that side.  So, I 
just felt like those kids were grouped together. And I remember in middle school, 
or an elementary school, parents would ask for their kids to be moved from other 
classes into different classes. And I just feel like sometimes that hurts other kids 
because … not everyone has the privilege to like go up to the school and ask “Hey 
can my child be moved into this other classroom?  Or they moved to the private 
school for like a year and then came back.”  
 
 She described herself as someone who watched a lot of television as a child and 
adolescent.   She described the television she watched as a child as mainly cartoons, but 
once she became a middle school student, she expanded the types of shows that she 
watched: 
“I feel like in elementary I watched a lot of cartoons.  So like ‘SpongeBob’14. I’ve 
always loved ‘SpongeBob’. I watch ‘SpongeBob’ now.  I mean, I watched 
‘(That’s So) Raven’.  In high school I watched a lot of HGTV. It wasn’t like 
                                                 
 
 





actual television. I watched ‘Atlanta’15 when it first came on.  I was still in high 
school then. I’ve been going back and watching them over and over because they 
come so slow.  I watched the cooking shows. I watched ‘Catfish’ on MTV when I 
was in high school.  I watched ‘Scandal’. I watched Martin. I watched Fresh 
Prince, I love Fresh Prince.” 
 
When asked about the films she watched, there was more variety.  Watching movies, 
however was something she was more likely to do with other people, and not watch 
alone: 
“I went to the movies a lot. I went to go see the ‘Harry Potter’ movies. ‘The 
Hunger Games’, and ‘Twilight’ – all those book series made into movies, I saw 
those.  My family was very big into ‘Madea’ movies – so we saw those.  
‘White Chicks’.  I wasn’t allowed to see ‘Precious’ or ‘For Colored Girls’ when I 
was younger. Like, if it came on television, I had to change the channel because I 
couldn’t watch it.” 
 
When asked why her family did not allow her to see films like “Precious” and “For 
Colored Girls,” until she was older her response spoke to age-appropriateness. She 
ultimately viewed the two films as revealed, when she expanded on how those films had 
a significant influence on her development and understanding of the world, especially as 
a Black girl: 
“I just feel like they maybe, they thought it was too much for kids.   As soon as I 
got a computer and I could watch it myself, I did because I wanted to see them. 
There was all those Black women and I kind of wanted to know what it was 
about. So I went and watched both of them and I was like there's nothing bad 
about them. I mean like the story is a suffering story, but it didn't hurt me. I don't 
think it would have been detrimental for me to watch it. Maybe at a younger age, 
but as I got older I don't see the point in hiding that type of stuff. Because ‘For 
Colored Girls,’ I go see that play at the Center now. I went to go see it last year 
and I'm going to go see it this year because I love the story. I even read the actual 
story for that.  I want to read Push16. I love those movies.” 
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Raven continued to describe the characters she saw in “For Colored Girls” and in 
“Precious,” which is a film based off the novel Push by Sapphire: 
“So, in For Colored Girls, it was just like the whole thing. You know, it wasn't 
just like the Black woman stereotype, like they were all so different. And they all 
had these bad things happen to them but they weren't letting them tear them down.  
Precious - it's not that like I don't really like the movie, but it's just, I don't, it just 
really bothered me. Like the character, the main character, she was portrayed in 
the movie… but it kind of like made me mad because I don't want people to see 
Black women as that. But that's like the thing, that's her. The whole like hair 
undone, but that's how life is for them for them. You have to see the nice pretty 
Black women, but you also have to see both sides I guess.” 
 
Raven also described the positivity of Madea17 movies, which she would watch 
with her family members.  Although Tyler Perry’s Madea character has been heavily 
criticized for stereotypical traits (Walker, 2014) Raven thought there was a positive 
element of Tyler Perry films and television shows that feature Madea and similar 
characters: 
“My aunt - she was very big into them.  She would focus on the good messages or 
the life lessons that Madea was trying to teach herself.  You know there is the 
character and they act and everything, but a lot of time she was helping fix these 
people's problems by just talking it out with them. And it really showed, at least to 
me, that you can work through problems by talking them out instead of just 
yelling and arguing…. A lot of movies where Black women or people aren't the 
main characters, there are stories never get turned around. They're just portrayed 
as this drug addict or this prostitute or something like that and it's just that's who 
they are.  I feel like in [Madea movies], a lot of Black women and their stories get 
turned around period or not turned around, but they're able to find some good and 
what's going on. So you get to see the characters as whole people and not just by a 
few characteristics.” 
 
Raven continued to talk about some of the Black female characters that she saw in the 
films and television shows that she identified.  When describing the cartoon character 
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Sandy from the show “SpongeBob Squarepants”18 that she frequently watched, she 
described how even though Sandy did not have a racial identity group, she still regarded 
her as a Black woman: 
“The cartoons, a lot of the cartoons that I watch were animals or made up 
characters so there weren't Black people in them.   But Sandy on SpongeBob, I 
always thought she was Black low-key. She was like the smartest one there. She 
built everything like she had common sense. So, I always identified with her, I 
guess.” 
 
She continued to speak about the qualities she saw in other Black female characters she 
saw.  She began to identify Black actresses and how she admires them for the roles they 
tend to portray, as opposed to viewing the characters as individual characters in a show or 
film: 
“So ‘Scandal:’ I love Kerry Washington19 so much… Yes she was in love with 
the president but she did not let that affect her like even when she had to get the 
abortion, it hurts seeing her do that but it was something that she had to do to 
continue her life.  And then ‘Black-ish’:  Tracee Ellis Ross20, who plays Rainbow, 
she's definitely a role model for me. Like, and even outside of her character on the 
show, just who she is. Like she's like this quirky Black lady and she hasn't really 
followed any set rules or ideas that you have about Black people. Like, she's just 
her own person and she's just so different. I really like Tracee Ellis Ross.  Kerry 
Washington she was just strong. She was smart. A lot of them were smart. Like 
Rainbow was a doctor. I saw that she was a mother. I want to be a mother.” 
 
She spoke highly of actress Viola Davis whom she praised even in light of more 
controversial roles in which Davis has starred.  She expanded on why she has such 
admiration for Viola Davis, one of those reasons being the fact that she is a dark-skinned 
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19 Kerry Washington, an actress, portrays Olivia Pope, the main character in the 
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woman.  She described Davis as “such a gorgeous Black woman.”  She then told me 
about an experience she had with colorism, which made her very emotional. 
 After this experience, I affirmed her by, again,  moving along the researcher 
continuum toward advocacy.  While I am not a dark-skinned girl, I am a brown skinned 
girl who has had a number of experiences with colorism myself.  Colorism, for me, made 
it hard to connect to Black actresses in film because many of the leading Black women I 
saw were visibly lighter than me.  Many of the darker skinned Black women in film were 
not like me.  I really felt her pain in this moment, and I tried my best to let her know that 
it was not only hers, but mine as well. 
 She continued to speak about how lack of representation limited her ability to 
connect with other Black female characters.  She mentioned that she liked to watch 
Disney princesses, but the film with the sole Black Disney princess was the one film that 
she did not enjoy: 
“I like the Disney princess movies.  But I really did not like the Black one 
because she was a frog the whole movie21.  I like the character and I liked that she 
had a restaurant, but she was literally a frog the whole movie.  Every other 
princess movie - they are always an actual princess or they move on, they have 
different outfit changes and stuff like that. So - it was nice seeing that - but there 
was never the Black princess.” 
 
She now tries to provide the exposure and representation for her younger cousins 
that she longed for, but she is finding it difficult.  She describes the experience of seeing 
a Black mall Santa Claus with her two young cousins: 
“We saw a Black Santa in one of the stores. And they’re like ‘Why is Santa Claus 
Black?’  And I was like ‘Santa is Santa, but that’s Santa Claus, not Black Santa.’ 
And they’re like, ‘No – Santa Claus is White.’ It felt like we need to show them 
                                                 
 
 





more because they were so adamant about it and we were in public and I was ‘Oh 
my gosh, like stop talking’.  But you don’t want to tell them stop talking, I wanted 
to help them realize that Santa could be Black too. And they were really starting 
up a fuss over this. So we just walked away and looked at the ‘Minion’22 
Santa.  And there were no issues with that one. I just felt like they’re going to end 
up, not like me, but on that same track. They’re going to have all White friends 
and I just, ugh.” 
 
 Since that experience, she has tried to expose them to Black characters that are 
popular for children their age.   
“Like, princesses for example, they just made this Black one but my younger 
cousin doesn’t really want her. She would rather have Cinderella or like 
‘Tangled23’.  I remember for Christmas I always get her something with 
Doc McStuffins because Doc McStuffins is a little Black girl and she’s on TV.  I 
want her to see, look here is a little Black doctor.” 
 
 As for Raven herself, she now partakes in much more Black television and film, 
and she loves it.  She describes her television and film watching habits now and other 
things that make her feel adequately represented. 
 
Maya24 
 Maya and I talked on a cloudy morning.  I was somewhat irritated because 
Gotham University was preparing for an athletic event and, as a result, it was very hard to 
find parking.  Maya did not recognize me as I walked into the meeting space – it was the 
first time she had seen me dressed casually.  We talked about how things were going and 
our lives on campus.  There was humor in her groans as I asked her how classes were 
going – but she said they were going well.    
                                                 
 
 
22 Refers to the small, yellow characters in the “Despicable Me” films 
23 Raven is referring to Rapunzel, the Disney princess in the film “Tangled”. 
24 The name “Maya” is based off of a character from the television show “Girlfriends”, 
chronicling the life experiences of four Black women friends in Los Angeles.  Maya is 





 I was especially excited about my interview with Maya because she was the first 
person I interviewed who came from a predominantly Black, urban K-12 background.  
She is now a 19-year-old sophomore at Gotham University.  As we started to talk about 
her academic background – she seemed to light up as she talked about her success from 
elementary school up until high school: 
“I was always in the gifted program, like advanced placement type classes.  I 
literally have gotten all A’s between elementary school and middle school.   
Middle school was the same thing… didn’t have a choice.  [Laughter]  High 
school, honors again.  I did IB my junior and senior year.  That’s when I received 
my first B. Actually, I lied, I received a C in middle school, my 6th grade 
year.  Haven’t gotten anything below that again.” 
 
As she spoke about academic achievements, Maya centered college readiness in 
relation to her mother’s high standards as  integral components of her academic 
achievement.  Although, she did not enjoy certain subjects in school, she talked about her 
great work ethic.  Her work ethic is a personal strength, but she also talked about the 
inspiration from her mother to achieve academically: 
“I have a Black mother.  And she was not playing that — I was going to college 
on a full ride, and here I am.” 
 
At this point, we shared a laugh.  I, too, have a Black mother who had high academic 
standards, so I knew I was about to hear a story that I could connect with.  She continued 
to talk about her mom and how her mom affirmed her academically and glorified the 
experience of attending college.  
Her mom’s glorification of the college experience had a positive effect on Maya, 
as she described how she always imagined herself attending college, but it was a matter 
of which one.  She, in these thoughts, always felt affirmed academically: 
“I would know I was going to college but I didn’t think about what college.  My 





like with athletics and the board and, like I was always there.  So I got, not the 
college experience, but I got the feel of what college is like.  I always said 
I wanted to go to an HBCU because I’ve always been on Wakanda’s campus.  I 
think my peers influenced me to want to push further.  And my mom would 
always say …Harvard.  So I’m like okay – let me consider other things other than 
HBCUs.  She didn’t want me to go to Wakanda, even though she went there, she 
wanted me to take a step above.” 
 
 When asked about racial experiences – she hadn’t had any negative ones until she 
became a student at Gotham University.  Before attending Gotham, however, she 
described her K-12 experiences with a racial lens: 
“I’ve always gone to Black schools so even though it was the “top of the top”, it 
was “top of the top” of the Black people. We had two White people in the whole 
school.  It wasn’t like a huge transition coming here because my mom worked in 
corporate America— so I’ve been around White people – like they’re not foreign 
to me.  But in reference to school – it’s just been Black, Black, Black. I’ve lived 
in Black neighborhoods.  So, I never had to think about my race until I got here.” 
 
Maya received affirmation from peers, teachers, and neighborhood people – and they 
were all Black people.  This Black affirmation was completely normal for her.  So, for 
Maya, being a smart Black girl was not an abnormal thing.  She did describe, however, 
how being a high achieving girl could sometimes make her feel less affirmed in school: 
“I was more concerned with being a female...  I always competed with gender 
rather than race.  I’m really competitive.  Like, the White guy that was in IB with 
me.  I think I was number 3 (in the rank of GPA’s in her high school graduating 
class), he was number 2, so I’m competing to beat the guy that’s number 2.  I’m 
not trying to beat the White guy.  I’ve never clashed with being smart and being a 
Black girl.  I always thought that was expected.” 
 
Her perspectives on racial identity and academic achievement did, as I 
anticipated, set her apart from other Black women who were students at Gotham 
University.  Maya was accustomed to being in an environment where race was not 





surrounded by high achieving Black people – peers, teachers, and administrators.  For 
her, gender was a more salient identity.   
 Maya said she also watched a lot of television and films.  She got even more 
excited as she told me about the television shows that she enjoyed watching in her K-12 
years.  She continued to talk about films that she enjoyed watching – two of her favorites 
were high - intensity action film franchises: 
“I love ‘Transformers’.  ‘Fast and Furious’.  Those are all series that came out 
when I was younger so I started those and are still in love with them - watched the 
whole series.  But like, other than that, I just watch movies.  Those are 2 of my 
favorites.” 
 
She described “Transformers” and “Fast and Furious” franchises with excitement.  
While describing the premises of the films, she stopped mid-sentence and stated that she 
sounded “nerdy”.  So to Maya, academic achievement wasn’t abnormal or “nerdy” 
because seeing people with high academic achievement was normal to her.  Love and 
excitement for a science fiction film franchise, however, was indicative of “nerdiness” to 
her.  She continued to describe the premises of both “Transformers”: 
“It’s just like war between two worlds.  But then its like a another mini war within 
like the Transformers.  Like from their world you have the Decepticons and the 
Autobots.  So they are having a war.  Then its a war between their 
world, Cybertr —I sound like such a nerd, oh my gosh.” 
 
We both laugh.  Maya continues: 
 
“I really love them though. Then its a war between their world, Cybertron, and 
earth. They want earth because their world is dying, and earth is lively.  So 
the Decepticons are trying to take over the earth. The Autobots always win.  As 
soon as I see a trailer, mm mm, I got to go.”  
 
I realized, from my own memory and knowledge of these film franchises, that 





described.  She thought for a moment about if any of the television shows and films that 
she listed had any Black people.   
 While the “Fast and Furious” franchise has a few Black men, there are very few 
Black women.  Maya described the premise of the franchise. She then describes a Black 
female character in the films: 
“It’s a mixed25 girl.  She’s very … I wouldn’t say masculine but very strong, 
independent.  She don’t really need a man or whatever.  And she’s also the 
girlfriend of the leader of the group.  So they are like this power couple. She can 
drive really well.  That gets her a lot of money.  So she’s very driven, especially 
when getting money, independent, but she’s also loving to her boyfriend. That’s 
like her weak spot.” 
 
This description was intriguing to me. I wanted to understand why she associated 
lovingness with weakness.  She described this: 
“I just feel like when she’s by herself she can accomplish so much more, but 
when she’s with him, she let’s him takeover.   
 
She continued with those thoughts when she spoke about other Black women in 
film that she admired.  She wanted to share what she loved about her favorite characters 
from the 2018 film “Black Panther”: 
“I liked Okoye – the head soldier.  I love strong, Black female independent leads - 
I love that.  My mom loves her too, but I just - I don’t know. It just shows that 
women can do anything. In the show — they didn’t have any male soldiers. 
Women were the protectors - instead of in our society where men are the 
protectors, the providers, that kind of thing.  It’s a way to show that women can 
do it.” 
 
She continued as she described the qualities she feels she shares with Okoye: 








“She didn’t take nothing from nobody.  She could kick anybody’s butt.  I can do 
that too.  I just liked that she was a warrior.  I liked the sister26, too, because she 
was really smart with technology and stuff - I really like that.” 
 
 When reflecting upon films and television shows that she used to watch with 
family members and friends, one film in particular came to mind: 
“…I remember we used to watch ‘Big Mommas House’ all the time.  That was 
always the movie that was on.  I remember because we all used to live in 
apartments so it was like my aunt stayed in one apartment, my grandma stayed in 
one apartment, and me and my momma stayed in another apartment.  So we were 
literally all in the same area.  We would all go to my Grandma’s house, she would 
cook, and we would watch ‘Big Mommas House’” 
 
There were a few Black women portrayed in “Big Momma’s House”.  The titular 
character, Big Momma, is the matriarch of a family.  For the majority of the film, 
however, a male FBI agent who uses prosthetics to disguise himself as Big Momma and 
use her identity undercover in order to catch a dangerous criminal who has recently 
escaped from prison portrays Big Momma.  Martin Lawrence portrays the FBI agent who 
disguises himself.  The film is a comedic family film.  Maya described how she viewed 
the female characters in “Big Momma’s House” after laughing.  Although there are some 
negative stereotypes about Black women in the film, Maya tried to stay positive during 
her analysis of the women in the film: 
“Big Momma. She was the nurturer.  And she was working the case.   So she 
could multi-task and do many things at once.  She was funny – protective over her 
kids.  But you can tell that Big Momma’s not dumb.  She’s going to do what she 
needs to do to get it done.” 
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 Maya and her family also watched films that starred Tyler Perry as Madea.  She 
had many critiques of the Madea character and various other characters portrayed in his 
films: 
“Madea – She’s like the angry Black woman.  Always got a gun.  Smoking 
things.  She got children - she’s not with the baby daddy.  She stripped…That’s 
how she had to feed her daughter. The whole child-support battle - that’s in 
there.  She went to jail.” 
 
She continued to lament about other characters that were present in a couple of other 
Tyler Perry films, particularly describing them as loud, which bothered her. She 
described how her perspectives on these portrayals of Black women evolved as she 
matured: 
“[At first] I thought it was funny but sometimes not because that’s really how 
society views us.  I just don’t think that we should keep reiterating that 
narrative.  In movies, in films - that’s all they [White people] see.  They don’t 
interact with us.” 
 
Maya remembers talking about television shows like “106 and Park”27 on Black 
Entertainment Television (BET) with her friends.  Other than that, most of the social time 
spent with her friends didn’t include watching television. 
 Maya continued to talk about Black characters, however, she started to talk more 
about actresses and the roles they typically portray in films.  She felt more connected to 
Black actresses than to characters they portrayed, and she described her thoughts about 
some Black female actresses that she feels need to change their image: 
“Gabrielle Union - love her.  But I want her to switch it up.  She always does the 
independent Black woman that doesn’t need a man.  Taraji is always the loud 
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independent Black woman that doesn’t need a man.  The angry Black woman - 
need her to switch it up.  And she’s [Tasha Smith] always the loud Black woman 
that has a man and hates him.  But I love Gabrielle because she’s what I see 
myself as, but with a husband and kids.  Tiffany Haddish - Loud, ghetto, and 
ratchet.  That’s what she does in everything – even real life.  I want to love her 
and I want to support her in her journey but I just need her to switch it up.” 
 
The actress she spoke of, Gabrielle Union-Wade , is married and has children in her 
personal life.  She liked the strength and independence Gabrielle Union’s characters had, 
but was disheartened that her characters never functional romantic relationships: 
“Yeah - but in movies, they don’t show her in real life.  What you see in movies is 
what you get.  She always [portrays] the fresh out of college, trying to get her life 
together. I just want her to be more diverse.  We all know what to expect.”  
 
Maya felt that Black actors and actresses had a responsibility to Black people to 
represent and portray them positively in a predominantly White film industry: 
“It's kind of like motivation – like ‘If I can make it, you can make it’.  Its not the 
actual roles that they play it’s the whole idea that they are actually in a movie, a 
professional movie, getting paid to do what they are good at.  So, I don’t know – I 
guess it serves as inspiration because we want them to do well because they 
represent all of us.”  
 
She continued to describe that responsibility and why she is very selective about whom 
she likes in acting roles.   
Maya also mentioned characters that weren’t Black but she did connect with.  She 
described two female characters, both animated, and how she connected with different 
aspects of their personalities.  Both of the characters she described were characters she 
identified with emotionally.  While her competitive nature seemed to, in the film and 
television she watched, be at odds with her desire to nurture a romantic relationship and a 






 I was looking forward to my interview with Gina.  Gina has silliness and a wit 
about her that just makes her fun in person.  Before we started this interview, she jokingly 
updated me on how she was doing in a sarcastic tone, as if she was being interviewed for 
a job.  It was a late afternoon and the weather was starting to have a slight chill in the air.  
I remember being shocked at how dark it was getting – as this conversation took place 
shortly before daylight savings time.  Gina had just left her last class of the day and she 
seemed tired, like she would rather be taking a nap, but happy to speak with me.  As we 
caught up about how her classes were going, a conversation with limited enthusiasm, she 
laughed as she updated me about her silly class encounters.  Gina is the type that can find 
humor in everything – so I suspected this conversation would be one filled with laughter.  
I was right. 
 Gina – a 19-year-old sophomore who made sure to tell me she was weeks away 
from turning 20 – is from an “extremely rural” town.  She, however, attended a very well 
known college preparatory school in the southeast.  She also described her K-12 
experience as predominantly Black, so I was interested in hearing more of her story.   
 She began talking about difficulties that she had in school not because of her 
academics, but because of the death of her beloved brother who was in college at the 
time.  While she spoke of her academics, dealing with social situations was also a barrier 
for her.  Academics, however, were just “what they were:” 
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“Everybody loved me.  Students, teachers, I was popular I played basketball and 
stuff, I could sing, I praise danced.  I stayed in some drama – like girl drama.   
I first got principal's list when I was in high school - so that was like a big 
accomplishment.  During middle school, it was easy.” 
 
Gina talked about how she left her extremely rural and predominantly Black 
elementary school to attend a college preparatory school – a different experience that she 
was thankful for.  She described her mentor and how her mentored inspired her, 
especially after Gina got in serious trouble in middle school: 
“My mentor - she was my high school basketball coach.  She was like - you're 
going to get your work done, or you're not going to be on the court.  So I was like, 
I want to be on the court so I'm going to do my work.  And then that’s when I first 
got Principal's List in High school and I was like I can do this.  It is going to be 
easy.  I started every time with principal's list - and principal's list is when you get 
all A's.” 
 
Even though her mentor was a White woman, she was a person with a lot of influence in 
her high school. She described experience with a Black female teacher that almost got her 
in legal trouble: 
Middle school - I had an incident in middle school.  I got in trouble all the time, 
usually little trouble because my school was petty.  Like talking back, smacking 
lips.  But me and my cousin we were playing around in 8th grade.  But we ended 
up having to go to court for this because it got serious.  It was small - but the 
teacher made it to be big.  So - the kids were outside, everybody was outside.  We 
saw a teacher's cup and I had the dumb idea to pour some soap in there.  And then 
our dumb selves went to talk to a teacher and told him we just did a funny 
prank.  After that, all hell broke loose.  She said it was attempted murder.  We 
missed our EOGs, we had to go to court twice, it was so stupid.  And it was a drop 
of soap - not even that much.  We had to have a whole quiet time when we came 
together to talk about what happened.” 
 
She still considered herself to be loved by the other faculty members at her schools.   
 Other forms of affirmation were present in other communities.  She described her 
church and how that often affirmed her in getting good grades.  Her brother, who passed 





me the story of her last moments with her brother and discovering his death because it 
was on her mind: 
“I think it was middle school - at church.  If you get honor roll you'll go up there 
and they will give you a couple of dollars.  That was praise and it made me want 
to get honor roll so all the church could see that I was smart.  My daddy - he 
spoiled me.  If I did well, he would give me anything I wanted.  My momma - she 
made me do my homework or I was going to get a booty whooping.  My mom is a 
Black woman.  My brother that died affirmed me.  He did go to college but he got 
killed. 
 
She somberly told me the story of her last moments with her brother, “Boo:” 
 
She continued to talk about her mother’s family and how they have supported and 
loved her through the difficulty of losing her brother. 
“My mommas side of the family - there is so much love in that family.  My aunts, 
they didn't praise me academically, but [they would say] ‘girl, you're doing your 
thing, keep it up.’  My grandma, I love her.  She kept me away from a lot of ass-
whoopings29.” 
 
 Gina grew in predominantly Black environments so to her, race was not a salient 
identity until she became a student at Gotham University.  She spoke candidly about 
other features, most of them physical, in school that made her feel as though she was an 
outsider – including classmates teasing and bullying her for her physical appearance.   
 To her, academic identity was more about the work ethic that she and other Black 
classmates gave or didn't give when compared to her White classmates, and less about 
actually being able to make good grades.  To her, White classmates felt more pressured 
by academic performance than she and her Black friends, felt: 
“There were a lot of smart girls - same as me, smarter than me.  But I was 
thinking about how in high school we did have a White valedictorian and 
salutatorian - and they were both White men.  I think there were like six White 
                                                 
 
 





people in my class.  And that shocked us.  But they worked harder than us so we 
can't do anything about that.  We let them have it.  I was never pressed to be at the 
top of the class.  That’s a lot - they're pressed.  Your GPA – that’s a 
number.  Your grades – that’s a letter.  It doesn't define who you are.” 
 
Gina admitted that while there were many smart Black women in her school, she tended 
to be the smartest one in her friend group.  To her, it was more important to connect with 
her friends on a deeper level than just academics.  She and her friends connected with 
other shared identities.  
 Gina watched a significant amount of television and films.  Her describing the 
television she watched as a child was very interesting to me, as she told me about how 
her mother often supported those television habits by buying her merchandise that 
reflected the television she watched.  Her television – watching habits changed drastically 
as she got older: 
“Elementary school - I watched Elmo.  Or Sesame street.  Dragon Tales - me and 
my brother used to get off the school bus and watch that everyday.   Until like 3rd 
grade, maybe?  Then I watched   - I liked SpongeBob.  Dora- my mom used to 
buy me all of this Dora stuff.  And I used to be obsessed with Barbie.  I used to 
have Barbie stuff and Bratz.  Hannah Montana, That's So Raven.  I guess because 
she was a Black female.  Middle School - High School I started watching reality 
TV and stuff.  I only watched Bad Girls Club30- that was my show.  But I had to 
sneak and watch it because my momma didn't like all that cussing and stuff, so I 
used to sneak and watch it at nighttime.  I used to talk about it with my friends the 
next day at school.  We used to act like we were in the Bad Girls Club –
 that’s where all that drama came from.” 
 
We both laughed as she referenced the drama that she spoke about earlier when talking 
about struggles in high school.  Gina continued: 
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professed themselves as “bad girls” to live in a house together and complete activities, 





“I used to watch Jersey shore because I used to be up.  When I got to high school - 
and Bad Girls Club stopped coming on I just stopped watching TV.  I used to love 
that show.” 
 
 Gina’s film choices were mainly films that premiered on network television.  She 
watched a few films that were made for television and films that, while released in 
theaters, were broadcast on television regularly.  Many of the films were shown on Black 
Entertainment Television (BET).   
 Gina had fond memories of watching television shows with her grandmother.  She 
also described watching cartoons with her father.  Other than that, she didn’t normally 
watch films and television with her family: 
“I watched stuff with my grandma…  Like 'The Price is Right', 'As the World 
Turns', 'The Young and the Restless'.  I used to love 'The Price is Right' 
though.  My daddy would watch cartoons with me - like SpongeBob, anything 
that was on Nickelodeon, Cartoon Network.” 
 
When we talked about Black female characters, she talked mainly about women 
on the “Bad Girls Club” reality TV show.  She connected with and admired those women 
for a few reasons, but mainly because both of them were bisexual women.  Gina, who 
identifies as a bisexual woman, watched these women as a better means to understand 
herself and her sexual preferences amidst a family that did not understand her sexuality, 
so she had to hide it: 
“My girl Blu and Redd.  I liked Blu because she was bisexual and she wasn't 
afraid to show herself.  It was like a time or point (for me) where it was like  'Am 
I really this?' or like 'Do I like females or do I like men?'.  It was a point in time 
when my grandma had to send me away because I tried to tell her.  I just kept to 
myself until I got to college.  But yeah, that's why I liked Blu.  Redd - she was 






Gina spoke about Black girls that were in shows that she watched when she was 
in elementary school.  She admitted that while she celebrated Black women on screen, 
she did not connect with all characters because they were Black: 
“That's So Raven - I only watched it because everybody else was watching her.  I 
don't feel like Raven touched me like Redd and Blu did.  I liked that drama.  
Sandy from SpongeBob - we can say she was Black even though she's a 
squirrel.  She was from the country31 and she lived on land.  She had a whole 
bubble, you know.  She was isolated.” 
 
When speaking about other Black female characters in films, she empathized more with 
them rather than identifying with them.  She also had these empathetic thoughts when 
discussing the lead character in the film, “Love and Basketball32”: 
“She was kind of empowered too. I'm a basketball player too.  When they were 
playing basketball together that was the best part. They were shooting. ‘All is fair 
in Love and Basketball.’ That second chance. Sometimes you wish you had the 
second chance you couldn't get.  It is corny, but I love it.” 
 
 When we spoke about whether the Black women in the television she watched 
were portrayed as smart, Gina thought that many of them were not.  She felt they were 
not educated, but also didn’t make good decisions in social situations: 
“ Fantasia was not smart at all.  I don't know about Yvette - I guess they kind of 
portrayed her as stupid.  But I understand.  Redd was stupid.  She was really a 
mess.  Redd was just a drama queen.  Blu - she wasn't portrayed that way.  She 
was just laid back.  I guess because she stood up for herself at the end of the day - 
she always had something good to say.  Sandy Cheeks - it depends on the 
episode.  She was a scientist so she was smart.  She ain't make the best decisions 




                                                 
 
 
31 “The country” here is indicative of the South. 
32 “Love and Basketball” is a film depicting the love story of two Black basketball stars  
    who grew up as next-door neighbors in the upper middle class Los Angeles, CA   





“I watch a little bit of Grey's Anatomy. there was only one Black girl on the show. 
She was very mean, straight to the point. But she got the job done she was all 
about her business, which I appreciated. She ain't look stupid or nothing.  She's a 
doctor, she can't look stupid being a doctor.” 
 
 Gina didn’t mention stereotypical representations when speaking about the shows 
she watched in the past, but she mentioned a noticeable race based flaw in a show she 
currently watches. 
 Social media use brought up mixed emotions for Gina.  She spoke about using 
social media as a means to increase her self-esteem by posting pictures and receiving 
likes and comments.  She did not receive affirmation from social media in the beginning, 
which she attributed to not following celebrities and public figures.  She stated, however, 
that once she got older she was inspired by “smart” Black women she saw on social 
media, particularly the ones leading the Black Lives Matter movement. 
 Currently, Gina still watches a lot of reality television, but she does not claim 
responsibility for it.  As we talked about films like “Black Panther,” Gina stated that she 
does not feel a connection to it.  She does not like action movies, but she watched the 
film because of its popularity.  She did however, express happiness to see Black people 
represented on screen. 
 Gina also does not connect her academic performance to her behavior.  As a 
college student, it is different for her.  She said: 









 Angela was the first interlocutor that I had not met before completing the 
interview.  Angela, an 18-year-old freshman at Gotham University, responded to a tweet I 
posted indicating that she wanted to be involved with the project.  I was so excited that 
people cared enough about this project to participate. I thought she looked delightful 
when I first saw her.  She has a short, curly Afro, a big smile, and a calm voice.  Upon 
conversing with her a little before the interview, I realized that we attended the same high 
school.  Of course she attended the school ten years after my graduation, which was 
jarring to discover.  It made me feel old, but in a good way.  There was a calm in the 
room as we began the interview, and Angela began to tell me about her story.  She was 
very descriptive, which I really enjoyed. 
 When she spoke about her school and academic experiences, she described 
multiple racial experiences.  She summarized her school experiences: 
“I think all of my schools I went to predominantly White schools.  So I think in 
elementary, children don't pay that much attention to race and stuff like that.  
When I went to middle school it... I wasn't aware of being Black in America. And 
so, I would always hang around White people because that's what I was 
surrounded by. In high school, I felt like it was definitely a life-changer because 
even though it was still predominantly White, I think in 9th and 10th grade it was a 
struggle trying to figure out who I was because I felt like everyone knows who 
they are. Why can't I know? I still hung around White people in 9th and 10th grade 
but starting in 11th grade, I would be in a classroom where it's like sixty 
people.  So in that class, there was roughly about nine Black kids including me. 
And then the rest of them were White. And so when the presidential campaign 
came about stuff like that, it was so difficult listening to people to about how they 
support [Donald Trumps] views even though they see the effect that it's 
happening on other people.” 
                                                 
 
 
33 The name “Angela” is based off of a character in the Tyler Perry film “Why Did I Get 
Married”, about a group of friends and couples who go on annual marriage retreats.  






 Speaking about how race became salient to her was an emotional experience.  She 
also described her academic experiences in her school settings: 
“I tried to stay in the most advanced classes because I noticed that if you go lower 
in the class ranks teachers would treat you differently.  Like in these higher 
classes where it was more White people, because in the lower classes it was more 
ethnic people. And the teachers wouldn't care as much (in standard classes) as 
they would definitely in higher classes…  Usually where White people are.” 
 
This thought of teachers treating students in standard level classes worse than students in 
honors and higher level courses continued as she talked about the affirmations that 
students can or cannot receive from teachers.  To her, this affirmation or lack thereof was 
evident in the teacher’s actions and responses to students: 
“Sometimes I would be in a lower class just because it was an elective. I feel like 
if you're in a higher level class or something of the sort, teachers would give 
you affirmations.  But, like if you're in a general class they wouldn't try to affirm 
someone because anyone could like walk out at any time and they would just not 
say anything.  So I don't think teachers that are teaching lower-level classes would 
affirm students.  If a student actually interacts with the teacher, then yeah, they 
would affirm but if not…   I feel like it's mostly on the students to try to search for 
affirmation from other people at (my high school).” 
 
She found affirmation for herself in the school setting.  While she didn’t have a figure of 
affirmation in middle school, she said had one in elementary school.  She described the 
experience: 
“She wasn't a teacher. I don't know what she did, actually. She would just be 
around school. And she was very progressive because she would always talk 
about how Obama was so cool and how he was going to change the world. And 
she was like this older White lady. She would definitely try to push me forward in 
class and stuff like that.  I was like 7 or 8 so I didn't know what she was talking 
about. But like now it's like she was probably trying to say ‘hey, even though you 
don't see as many people that look like you in positions, you can do it.’” 
 
She recognized, however, that she had a privilege that many other students did not share: 
“I would be in book club and stuff like that and the librarians would love me. 





realize that maybe, if someone doesn't have the right, or any opportunities, to do 
after school stuff and stick around longer to actually get to know the teachers, 
they wouldn't be able to get the encouragement that kids would if they were able 
to stay behind.  A lot of ethnic kids did have cars but there was more White 
people that have cars than ethnic kids that have cars.  They couldn't miss the bus 
or they had to go work somewhere.” 
 
 When she talked about racial affirmation from her family, she had fond memories 
of her father. 
“My dad would give me affirmations.  I feel like he also racially affirmed me as 
well with the same position thing. Like, ‘you don't see people that much in power. 
So you need to be at least one of the people that is able to be a role model to 
people who are growing up’.  I have a younger sister and definitely my actions 
would influence her and stuff. I'm the oldest – I have one little sister.” 
 
At this point, she started to cry.  We took a break.  When we returned, however, 
we spoke more about affirmation from her family.  I’m not sure why she became 
emotional, but I do know that she needed a moment to compose herself.  She continued to 
talk about how she and her sister differed with respect to academic achievement:  
“…my sister, I feel like she doesn't really like academics as much as I used to. 
She was more on the Art's side of things.  I would get a lot of praise and they 
would actually say ‘hey, your sister did this thing by herself. Why can't you do 
this thing by yourself?’   She needs a little more help being encouraged and 
getting her work done because she is a huge procrastinator. So (my parents) 
would be harder on her with academics than me because they knew that I would 
get my stuff done. But with her, she would be fine missing a couple of 
assignments and stuff and that would bring her grade down and they would get 
very upset about that.” 
 
 Angela watched a lot of television and films.  She described the wide range of 
genres of television shows that she watched from elementary school until high school: 
“I did not have that much restrictions on anything because I would do it in secret. 
So I would literally watch anything in elementary school.  I love reality TV.  One 
of my favorites of all time in elementary school was Jersey Shore.  So yeah, 
definitely that. ‘Flavor of Love’- yes.  I love Tiffany Pollard. Even though she's so 






As she described her television habits in middle school, she spoke about how her habits 
were heavily influenced by other people.  Some of them, as she described, were 
problematic: 
“Middle School, I got into the weird White people group. And they would watch 
stuff like anime, so I would watch anime as well. Like ‘Sailor Moon’, ‘Attack on 
the Titan,’ ‘Naruto.’ And like in high school, I would also watch a lot of YouTube 
as well throughout Elementary to high school. Elementary, do you know who 
Shane Dawson is? He did skits - during my Elementary School times he would, 
he would kind of do Black face. But I didn't realize that it was Black face because 
they don't really teach you that stuff in elementary and middle school. I like just 
learned about Black face in 11th grade.  I didn't know what that is and how its 
offensive to Black people, so I would watch his videos and he would obviously be 
hinting at Blackness. Like he would play a woman and the woman would 
obviously be Black, but he wouldn't put Black on his face, but he would be tanner 
than usual and he would talk in a certain way and he would like move in a certain 
way. And he would have African-American body type accentuations - like a big 
butt.” 
 
 She said as she got to high school she started to enjoy documentaries more.  She 
described the documentaries that she loved to watch.  She stated that she liked to watch 
documentaries to stay informed and adopt new language when trying to articulate herself 
when rebutting the opinions of others: 
“And high school, I started getting into documentaries. I love documentaries. 
There are some documentaries that are on YouTube.  I watched this one – it was 
about the KKK.   They were talking about how their views aren't matching up to 
their actions because they want anyone that's not White out of their country… 
they preach like ‘we're need to do this right now’ but they would just parade 
around town just spreading out views but they won't actually act on what they 
were saying like what other movements have done… I watch the drug epidemic 
documentaries – I loved watching those.  And watching those documentaries and 
seeing how hard people's lives are and why they turn to drugs, it kind of gives me 
another view on what Trump might be talking about and how whatever he wants 
to do with be affecting anyone else.” 
 
 When she spoke about other films, she had her preferences, but she also talked 
about her mom making her watch certain films so she could have a deeper connection to 





“In middle school, I guess I would watch films that are predominantly White.  I 
remember one time my mom making me sit down and watch, I can't remember 
the name. I don't think it was a slave movie. I think it was also a book. It was 
about a woman she was going through a struggle, I just remember at the end it 
was a woman sitting on a porch and she was just rocking back and forth on a 
rocking chair.  She was talking about how her life was really hard or something.  I 
might have to get back to you on the name of that movie. But my mom made me 
watch it.  She was like ‘you don't know anything about your culture you need to 
know something right now.’  She also made me read a book about it, too. I forgot 
the name of it.  It was about a girl and she ran away from home or something. My 
parents, especially my mom, would push me to watch Black films. Whatever 
Black films that she made me watch, it was of them struggling. ‘Precious’, she 
tried to make me watch that too. But I hate watching movies where Black people 
are like struggling because I watched other films before where White people are 
doing whatever they want. And now I'm sitting down and I have to watch 
someone that looks like me struggle.” 
 
 She spoke about some of the Black women she saw in television and films and 
connected with.  Some, she connected with their attitude, others she just was happy to see 
a Black girl, even if she didn’t understand the circumstances.  She had something very 
positive to say about a reality television star, who she admired for changing the narrative 
of Black women on television at the time: 
“Tiffany Pollard, I don't want to seem like I'm idolizing her, but I feel like she 
changed the game.  She showed that Black women can be strong and independent 
and think whatever they want because females in general in TV shows are very 




“So in middle school, since I watched anime, there's definitely not anybody Black 
in it anyway. So definitely it's always lighter-skinned.   I feel like I couldn't relate 
to them because sometimes they would reference things like ‘oh, you have pale 
skin.  You look so pretty.’  And in high school since I watched more 
documentaries and YouTube, there hasn't been that much chance to relate to any 





‘Insecure’.  She had a YouTube channel - I web series!34  I used to watch that.  I 
liked her comedic sense in the TV show,  but she was much older than me. I 
wasn't able to relate exactly to what she was saying.  Especially in the workplace 
with her White boss.”   
 
In addition to speaking about colorism, she also talked about cultural appropriation in her 
high school.  She attributed this cultural appropriation to reality television star Kim 
Kardashian and her activities on social media. 
While she didn’t believe many of these Black characters were portrayed as 
educated, she definitely believed there was less representation of Black women, which as 
the cause of stereotypical representations of Black women as uneducated: 
“I think they were more of this side character that was the comedic part of the TV 
show. So like they wouldn't say anything smart, and if anything they would have 
a ‘Black accent’. And it was mainly for comedic purposes. It was stereotypical.” 
 
She also described how she connected with some non-Black characters, mainly on 
the basis of being a social outcast: 
“I used to watch Doctor Who, it was a Sci-Fi TV show. And I think the reason I 
related to the main characters was because they were an outcast to society in a 
way.  Black women are in a way outcast in society.  They are unable to get roles 
and TV shows, especially women with darker skin, I related to that too.” 
 
 Angela now says that she has changed her television and film watching habits and 
she has tried to devote more thought to what she’s watching and how it affects her and 
others: 
“ I definitely feel like I'm more aware of what I'm watching now and if it's right or 
wrong in a cultural sense. Like if someone is making a joke and they do it in bad 
taste, back then I would ignore it because I didn't understand it. And I would just 
laugh. But now it's like, oooh that's bad.” 
                                                 
 
 
34 She is referring to Issa Rae, a Black woman who is a writer, director, and lead actress 
in the HBO show “Insecure”.  She achieved buzz from a YouTube web series called 






Angela was hopeful when she spoke about the impact that her generation can 
make the diversity of characters on television and films.  She even gave examples as to 
how her generation has already impacted the screen by calling out racism in the 
entertainment industry.  She also spoke about the film “Black Panther” and not only how 
she liked the film, but how she liked the experience of watching that film: 
“I saw ‘Black Panther’ in theaters. I wish I went the first day because I feel like 
people dressed up for that. Like it was a really big thing. I loved it, and I'm not a 
big superhero movie watcher.  I don't like superhero movies but the majority of 
the cast is Black and I wanted to see that because I want to see how they show 
them on the screen and they portrayed them as any other normal person. I feel like 
whenever people have Black characters in movies, they have a stereotype. But in 
Black Panther it wasn't a stereotype, it was them being strong and just like 






 Penny, an 18-year-old freshman at Gotham University, was another interlocutor 
that I had never met.  She had a friend who was a participant who told her about the 
study, she then contacted me.  I remained so excited that people thought that this study 
sounded interesting and timely that they were asking me to participate.  I noticed 
something about Penny.  Penny is the only interlocutor that is a 2nd generation immigrant 
– both of her parents are from Eritrea, a country in Eastern Africa.  Penny was confident 
in identifying herself as a Black woman.  I was interested in how she would speak about 
                                                 
 
 
35 The name “Penny” refers to the lead character in the Disney animated television show, 
“The Proud Family”, chronicling the experiences of a Black family.  Penny is voiced by 





identity and her Blackness in relation to Whiteness but also in relation to her African-
ness. 
 The day I interviewed Penny was a very dark and stormy day.  There was a heavy 
rainfall over the university since I had woken up that morning and the day just felt icky.  
When I made it to the lobby where we were set to meet, I noticed another Black girl 
sitting there as though she was waiting as well.  It did not register to me that it was her 
because I started to send an email to Penny letting her know I was waiting for her.  Penny 
and I were alone in the same lobby for a couple of seconds before I realized it was, 
indeed, her that I was looking at.  Penny was taller than I imagined she would be.  Her 
smile, however, was comforting.  She was very friendly and had a very soft and calm 
voice – which I always enjoy in conversation.  Upon initial conversation before starting 
the interview, I also discovered that Penny also attended a high school that I had formerly 
attended.  Again, I felt a tinge of mentorship over Penny because I knew some of the 
environments she was exposed to as a high school student.   
 Penny’s description of how her parents being immigrants contributed to the 
importance of academic achievement was immediately fascinating.  She described the 
pressure she often felt in academic environments: 
“My parents instilled in me that education is really important. I always made 
school a top priority. My parents are immigrants so they came here so that I can 
have a better life.  I took school a lot more seriously than my other peers.  I kind 
of put a lot of pressure on myself. In high school, I enjoyed courses like History 
and Psychology and stuff like that. But Math and Science courses were a lot more 
difficult.” 
 
 Her racial experiences, however, tended to be filled with racial isolation, as she 





schools that tended to be more integrated.  Race didn't become salient to her until high 
school, when she was surrounded by rural White classmates: 
“… as I was taking honors or IB classes, we would talk about racial things as a 
seminar or something.  Whenever we would talk about things like White privilege 
and stuff like that, it got ugly really quickly. It was very easy to realize that they 
wouldn't be able to see anything from my perspective or from another minority’s 
perspective.  They would easily shut down, ‘there's no such thing as White 
privilege. My life is hard, too’.  I realized my own skin tone. I started to realize 
that the people I was surrounded by didn't understand where I was coming from.” 
 
She said she found sanctuary in her friend group, which was comprised mainly of people 
of color, because they “understood each other”. 
 Her academic and racial identity, to her, clashed because she was often the one of 
few Black people or minorities in her higher-level courses: 
“…in high school higher-level classes, IB and AP, I think there's a huge issue that 
there's is less minorities in that class.   I always was sort of questioning at the 
beginning why am I always one of two Black people. It would just feel weird 
walking into a room and being like one of the few Black people or one a few 
minorities. And so I kind of felt pressured and the beginning like I have to make 
sure that I'm as good as everyone else, it seems like I'm representing the whole 
race.” 
 
 Penny felt as though teachers affirmed her academically.  She described ways in 
which her teachers affirmed her: 
“I had teachers who cared and so that helped to motivate me when things were 
harder. If I wasn't doing too well in class, I always had a teacher who would be 
there to motivate us and say you're doing this for a reason, remember that. And so 
that kept me going.” 
 
She continued in more detail about how teachers would affirm her, specifically by 
calming students at high-pressure times.  Penny felt, however, that her classmates did not 
affirm her because she was very quiet in school: 
Affirmation from her parents and family, however, looked very different for her. 





“My parents were the people that push me the most. Neither one of them went to 
school so we always struggled financially growing up. They were talking about 
where they lived no one went to college because no one could afford it.  They 
would [say] you have the opportunity so take it and do something. I have family 
still living over there.  I would always think like I'm living a completely different 
life over here and they will never experience that.” 
 
 Penny watched a lot of television and films.  She described watching films and 
television with her siblings and the types of shows she was exposed to as a result.  She 
described the television she watched in great detail. The only shows that she with Black 
characters while growing up were on the Disney channel: 
“I didn't see Black characters unless I was watching stuff like ‘Proud Family’ or 
‘That’s So Raven’. I never thought much of it because when I was at that age I 
was living in Alabama and Arkansas and I was always around White people and 
so I never really questioned ‘why is it that I don't see anyone like me’.  Those 
questions didn't start until I got older and started thinking about it more. It wasn't 
like I was attempting to look for somebody that looked like me, at least 
consciously.” 
 
She continued to describe the leading Black female characters on those shows: 
 
“I really enjoyed Raven.  She was always there to help with the problem or an 
issue. She was always there to help fix something. In one aspect, it was really 
funny because she was doing crazy things. In another aspect, it's admirable that 
she's trying to help and she's genuine. I want to be someone like that, someone 
can rely on me and I can help them if they need something.  Her and Penny Proud 
were curious people and they went out and did things. I've always been the type 
that wanted to go out and adventure and things like that.” 
 
She went into more depth in describing the lack of Black characters on other shows she 
watched as a child.  In Penny’s middle school and high school years, the shows she 
watched did not seem to have many Black people in the cast.  She described the films she 
watched in a very similar manner.  She continued to speak about the lack of Black 
characters: 
“When I was a kid, there were no Black princesses. But now there is ‘The 
Princess and the Frog’.  I didn't really see any Black people in any movies I 





starting to do that now but before there wasn't any in middle school. And high 
school with comedies, there would be more Black characters then. I will see a 
lot more Black characters in comedy films. I don't know if there is a reason for 
that, like Black people being funnier.” 
 
She expanded on the bigger presence of Black characters in comedies: 
 
“It's just weird thinking about it now like there's more Black people in that genre 
than any other genre, really. ‘Think Like a Man’ was really good. I saw those two. 
Those are really funny too. There were a lot more minorities in those films, I don't 
know if the production made the script that way, but those were really 
interesting movies too.” 
 
With regards to Black characters and their perceived educational levels, Penny could only 
judge from the few Black characters she saw.  She described the lack of Black characters 
in the Disney show “Hannah Montana”, and described how their limited presence on the 
show contributed to the idea that they, as characters, were not presented as educated or 
smart: 
“…it was rare that I really saw Black Characters growing up. But if I did, they 
would never be portrayed in a positive way. They would always have a side role, 
really. They wouldn't necessarily have the best qualities as in being smart, 
and having a caring nature. They would have the role being the issue and the main 
character would be fixing them. They would create a problem and so like the 
main character would be there to fix it. An example of that I would say would be 
with Disney Channel, with ‘Hannah Montana.’ There will never be a Black 
character there that would be officially as one of the main characters, they would 
always be coming temporarily..” 
 
She was comforted, however, by portrayals of Black people on Disney shows like “The 
Proud Family” and “That’s so Raven:” 
“They were very admirable. Watching them, there wasn't any expectation on how 
they should act.  They just acted like any other show that had a main character. 
They didn't do anything that was like whoa! It was very normalized, I guess you 
could say. They were good students, they were nice people overall. There wasn't 
any negative connotation associated with them. And that's a good thing because 






 Social media, however, posed conflicting ideas to Penny, specifically ideas about 
her own beauty in comparison to American beauty standards: 
“With Instagram, it's like there's always people posting their best photos of 
themselves on there.  There's this idea of beauty that our society has made and so 
with Instagram they really promote that and everyone looks a certain way. And I 
noticed with Instagram that there wasn't a lot of Black female people on there 
posting pictures of themselves, but you would always see that with White (female 
users).  It gives children the wrong idea like we have to look like that to be 
beautiful. I always felt like I have to be blond and have blue eyes - that's never 
going to happen,  I thought if I wanted to be pretty that I had to be White.  Social 
media helped enforce that in my head.” 
 
Social media use, to her, changed over time.  She eventually saw images that 
affirmed her beauty as a Black woman: 
“I can't change my skin tone, I can't have straight hair like that's just never going 
to happen. And so I really had to look at myself and say I can't do that. And 
there's kind of been a surge of Black women coming more into the media and this 
idea of ‘Black Excellence’. And so that helps me to be like ‘wow there's people 
who look like me and they're gorgeous so I don't have to be White to be pretty’. 
And so I'm fine the way I am.” 
 
The presence of other characters in film and television that weren’t Black but often were 
women helped affirm her in her womanhood.  She spoke specifically about female 
superheroes in films. 
Reflecting on the impact television and film had on her, Penny was very 
conflicted with the shows and films that she regularly watched.  Reading about issues 
behind the scenes in her favorite films as an adult that she was not aware of before 
complicated this conflicted feeling: 
“I started to think about the shows that I watched as a kid. And I was doing a little 
bit of research on the ‘Princess and the Frog’. I know for the main male lead with 
the prince originally they had him cast as a White male. And so Tiana was just 
going to marry him. But then there was this big outcry like we need 
representation. And instead of making him a Black male they just made him a 
little bit darker complexion and said he was from some random place. They made 





why couldn't he just be Black. Why couldn't he Black from New Orleans? And 
even Tiana's father, they were showed flashbacks of him being this caring guy but 
he died so we never got to see him. We never got to see a father daughter 
relationship. And so, it's just like why couldn't they just show a depiction of a 
loving father, a loving Black father specifically with his daughter.” 
 
I thought it was interesting in this moment that even as a self-identified Black woman, 
Penny used this moment and this platform to talk about the representation of Black men 
in popular culture and how that affected her.  She continued to speak about “The Princess 
and the Frog” and the negative connotations of Black Louisiana culture manifesting in 
other ways. 
 She was positive about the impact of films like “Black Panther” on young Black 
minds, as well as its portrayal of Africa and Africans as positive.  She was surprised by 
the pride in African culture, particularly by Black Americans.  She continued to speak 
positively about “Black Panther,” and its approach to tackling Black and African identity: 
“I feel like one of the main things was camaraderie and people coming together 
and working together.  The story of someone being lost and trying to figure out 
themselves: I feel like that's a big question for a lot of African Americans. 
 
 She stated that she is, as an adult, much more cognizant of the films and television 
shows that she now watches.  She even gave examples of shows that she now watches 
that depict Black Americans and other minorities: 
“Now if I'm starting a show, I try to be a lot more conscious of the characters and 
how they are depicted. I'm just starting ‘Blackish’ and ‘Grown-ish’ - I'm late to 
that.  I'm really enjoying that because they do tackle race and talk about that. 
And so I'm just trying to be more aware of what I'm watching. And I'm just not 
going to support shows that don't depict African-Americans or minorities at all, or 
if they do in a negative way. I'm just trying to be more conscious of what I'm 









 I remember feeling particularly stressed before I met Lisa.  Not because I was 
going to talk to her, but due to a lot of school related things that I had to complete and 
revise.  Lisa and I met on Wakanda University’s campus, where she is a freshman.  
Overwhelmed with the amount of work I had to do, I got to the meeting place hours 
ahead of time so I could sit in a quiet place and do work.  I was a little nervous about the 
dynamics of meeting someone I had never met before in a place that I was somewhat 
unfamiliar with, because I had only visited Wakanda University’s campus a couple of 
times. However, Lisa is the only interlocutor in this study that attended Wakanda 
University full time, so I was excited to speak with her. 
 Lisa and I connected through a mutual acquaintance, and I was so thankful that 
she was willing to talk to me.  By the time Lisa arrived to our meeting place, I was 
feeling a little less stressed because I had gotten a significant amount of work done.  I 
remember loving her look – she has a short, auburn-colored curly Afro and she had long, 
perfectly coffin-shaped nails that were an effervescent orange, with Black and White 
marble accent nails.  As a fellow nail lover and protector of my own acrylic nails, I made 
sure to compliment her on her nails as soon as she sat down.  Lisa has a very pleasant 
smile.  I felt she might be a little nervous, so as we introduced ourselves and talked 
before the recorder started, I made sure to let her know this was more of a conversation 
than an interview.  After that, she seemed more relaxed. 
                                                 
 
 
36 The name “Lisa” is based off of the maternal character in the sitcom “Sister, Sister”, 
about a set of identical twins separated at birth that find each other as teenagers.  Lisa is 





 Lisa described her academic experiences before starting college as filled with ease 
and struggle, highlighting that she was goal-oriented.  She lit up as she described her 
dreams and academic goals: 
“It was easy to me actually.  A lot of people say I'm very smart and intelligent, but 
it's all about learning I guess. From elementary school I went from all straight A's 
in Middle School Straight A's, and High School, B’s or whatever. I want to be an 
attorney and I want to go to Harvard Law School. Like that's my goal right there. 
So, for me to achieve that I have to get straight A's. Which is kind of hard but I 
think I can do it.” 
 
She expanded on factors in her K-12 education that were difficult, like adjusting to living 
in a small town.  Lisa also described the racial dynamics of her town, and the effect it had 
on her and subsequently the effect that attending an HBCU has on her: 
“…it was White. Extremely White. Like if you go downtown, you'll see that they 
have paintings of how it used to look back in the fifties and forties: White people 
everywhere.  I'm so glad I'm away from there. And I'm around an HBCU, around 
Black people.  Learning about Black people, it's pretty awesome. I like it.” 
 
Throughout the interview, I made sure to affirm her hard work and her goals.  It 
was midterm season, so I know she had to have been stressed about academics.  She also 
talked about the affirmation she received from one of her uncles, which always inspired 
her academically.  He also, however, affirmed her Blackness and her success, even in the 
face of mistakes: 
“I have two uncles. One of my uncles is 32 years old and he actually lives in San 
Diego California. Ever since elementary school he would talk to me about 
growing up as a woman, as a Black woman especially like he was into that stuff. 
He would tell me it's kind of challenging as a Black woman to go to school, go 
to college. He's very very intelligent. We will talk for like 5 hours straight about 
stuff. He would talk about college, and he would go from that to talking about our 
African ancestry. He just reminds me that it's hard out here but keep yourself. He  
would tell me ‘Just remember you're a Black woman and see yourself as a queen. 
You're really smart.  We all make mistakes, everyone's going to make mistakes 
but keep going.’” 
 






“I grew up with my grandparents, I live with my grandparents actually.   And my 
grandparents can be old school and everything. I made a couple of mistakes, like I 
got into fights before but that's not who I am. [My grandmother] would be on my 
back about that. She would tell me just remember, you want to go to Harvard 
Law School so you got to keep your record clean.” 
 
 She also talked about affirmation she receives from her friends in college.  She 
particularly focused one of her friends who is a first or second-generation African 
immigrant and how they have supported each other spiritually.  Lisa described this 
friendship experience as much different than friendship experiences in her K-12 
experience.  She often had negative experiences – particularly in high school. 
Lisa wasn’t just affirmed by friends and family.  She described in detail how 
attending an HBCU and being surrounded by accomplished and smart Black people 
inspired her, in light of the history of Blackness in America.  Her own research has 
affirmed also her, her hard work, and her ability to accomplish her goals: 
“Being a Black woman, especially at an HBCU, you see other Black females that 
share the same goals as you. So it's like, wow, especially alumni.  So, you can see 
the older people achieving goals. They'll come back and tell their stories about 
how they were struggling and everything. And it's like, wow, I can do the same 
thing. Not just being a Black woman but being a woman period. We have to fight 
against men. Where we come from in our history, not a lot of people believed in 
us. And seeing other people that achieve their goals, Black people I mean, it's 
inspiring.  It helps seeing other Black women and seeing other Black people 
helping each other and encouraging each other.” 
 
 Lisa described watching television and films with different family members and 
how the shows varied: 
“I watch reality TV with my mom.  She used to tell me don't be like that. Don't go 
out here embarrassing yourself like that. Don't argue with men or over men. I 
think I started watching ‘16 and Pregnant’, don't ask me why.  I think I watched it 






Lisa candidly described her favorite television shows, which evolved from 
cartoons to reality television and dramas with predominantly Black casts: 
“Elementary school, I think of SpongeBob, really. I used to love SpongeBob. 
Okay, middle school, I think that's when I got into the reality TV shows. I was 
young but, my mom was watching it and I was watching it. I think it was 
‘Basketball Wives’ I started off with. And then in high school it was ‘Love & Hip 
Hop’. ‘Love & Hip Hop:  Atlanta’ and ‘New York’. Sometimes ‘Hollywood’, but 
they were bourgeois. I think I started watching ‘Power’ and ‘Empire’ as well. I 
really like ‘Empire’. I started watching ‘Power’ but I got off track and I was just 
like let me stop.   I've heard about it, but I stopped watching it. It was a lot.” 
 
Lisa also described the films that she would watch: 
 
“I actually just finished watching a movie called ‘Marshall’.  My boyfriend put 
me on to that movie.. I love that movie, I think it's one of my favorites. ‘Hidden  
Figures’. I love that movie, too.  ‘Friday’ was a good movie. ‘Love & Basketball’, 
‘Juice’ with Omar Epps. That was a good movie.” 
 
 Lisa analyzed and described the Black female characters she saw right in front of 
me.  She also seemed to think about how representation has changed throughout different 
generations of Black women: 
“The reality TV shows, I didn't like it because they're out there embarrassing 
themselves. Fighting, arguing with other people in public, you know. And at the 
end of the day they're getting paid for it.  So you know from that, ‘Love & Hip 
Hop’, ‘Basketball Wives’, [over] there arguing about men, money I guess. To the 
movies that I was watching:  It's like grown women representing themselves. 
Black women achieving something. Especially ‘Hidden Figures’, I love that 
movie.  Women back then and to now watching reality TV shows… Is that what 
we really are right now? It's not cool. I wish every woman could be like the 
women back then. We still have some women that's representing themselves as a 
good woman, but I did not like the reality TV shows. I actually stopped watching 
them. It's just the same old same old.” 
 
 Lisa described the qualities of the Black female characters  she saw in 
predominantly Black films as lessons that she learned based on a perceived dichotomy of 
Black womanhood in the film: 
“There were women in ‘Friday’. So you had Craig hitting on women, trying to get 





like, I guess you can see the difference,  Deebo beating up his girlfriend, her being 
weak and then you have Craig's Crush as being much better than the girlfriend. 
‘Love & Basketball’, You have he girl that he went to prom with, and then you 
had the girl that played basketball. The girl that had a crush on Quincy was a slut, 
I guess. And then you have the girl, the woman, who was classy and who loved 
playing basketball, you know she had a crush on Quincy too.” 
 
When she spoke about characters that she connected with, she had two major characters 
that she aligned with: 
“’Love & Hip Hop’, Rasheeda. She's very chill, relaxed. I guess she's the one that 
always trying to solve the problems that's going around.  And then again, she has 
problems on her own with her husband cheating, had another baby and 
everything. I guess she handled the situation pretty good. As far as handling 
drama that's between friends and among friends like I guess she just stayed away 
from the drama.” 
 
She thought that reality stars weren’t portrayed as educated, and described that it was 
because of their actions: 
“The things they are doing, it explains a lot. It's not smart. I mean, seeing them, 
it's hard to say. I wish I knew them personally. A reality TV show, is that really 
how they are? Especially Cardi B37, like is that really how she is?   and like now 
she's not on there anymore but you see her on Instagram and on Twitter and it's 
like, wow, she's really like this.” 
 
In films like “Hidden Figures”, however, the portrayal was vastly different: 
 
“’Hidden Figures’- They show what they can do. They are Black women and they 
did things that White women had no clue about. And White men too. It was White 
men in the room. And Taraji P. Henson38 actually showed them, she solved that 
problem whatever it was.” 
 
                                                 
 
 
37 Cardi B, an artist, first entered the public eye as a cast member on VH1’s “Love and 
Hip Hop: New York” 






Lisa, who had recently seen the film “Black Panther”, also had positive things to say 
about the Black superhero.  She believes that the film was more than merely a superhero 
film: 
“I realized it was a superhero movie.  A lot of people took it as something else 
other than a superhero movie. I watched it like 3 or 4 times for me to understand 
it.  I think my dad told me it was a Black Iron Man, too.  You see, there's only a 
few. All the other ones are White. They can do amazing things. So Black Panther 
shows the history of Africa, too. It was pretty dope.”  
 
Lisa says she no longer watches television or films in her free time unless she is 
watching something with her boyfriend.  They tend to watch scary movies on Netflix. 
Lisa has, however, had very positive experiences on social media – which she currently 
uses.  She described how some social media pages show her images and stories that are 
inspiring to her: 
“I forgot the name of the page but it shows nothing but Black women getting 
degrees, actually. I actually go on that page to see if I see a woman that goes to 
Harvard Law School or graduated from Harvard Law School. But it's a lot of 
pictures they have on that page about Black women, Black men too of course. 
That's how you know they are successful. And it makes me so happy I'm like oh 
my God. I'm here for it.  Twitter, Black girl magic it's emotional to me. You know 
because like we came so far. I mean everybody can do anything. But when you 
have obstacles as being a Black woman and you overcome them it's like wow. Go 
harder.  It inspires me a lot.” 
 
Lisa summed up her thoughts by telling me what kind of representation in television, 
particularly in reality television, film, and social media that she described as potentially 
more affirming to her and other Black women: 
“I guess showing other people like what you are capable of so that you can do 
more like the other people.   Like I said, I stopped watching reality TV shows 
because they were just doing too much. And you have the White people that 
sitting and watching, laughing. It's kind of embarrassing.  I just like to see women 
do powerful things. Help each other. Be successful. There's a lot of things out 
here in the world that you can do instead of just arguing over men. It's kind of sad. 
So now, after watching Hidden Figures and Marshall, I’m into those types of 









CHAPTER 5:  WHAT DO THESE STORIES TELL US? 
Introduction 
Although eight different Black, college-educated women’s stories have been told 
in detail, there are some commonalities in their experiences, commonalities in their 
beliefs, and trends with regards to their television and film watching habits.  In this 
chapter, I will present and analyze these commonalities from the data the narratives 
presented in Chapter 4.  The commonalities will be organized based on the two guiding 
research questions presented in Chapter 1: 
1. What forms of academic and racial affirmation do Black female students describe 
when revisiting K-12 school – related academic experiences? 
2. What experiences of Black characters in television and film intersect with the 
academic experiences described by Black female undergraduates as affirming 
their racial and academic identities? 
 
Affirmation – Academic and Racial Clashes  
While affirmation can be described in many ways, my interlocutors generally 
described four types of relationships that were affirming to them: (a) relationships in 
which they were encouraged academically, (b) relationships that presented them with 
new opportunities, (c) relationships in which they were praised and rewarded for 
academic achievement, and (d) relationships in which academic achievement was 





and communities, each woman spoke of these types of academic affirmation and racial 
affirmation in these settings differently.   
School Affirmation 
In school, affirmation typically came from educators – usually teachers – and 
from peers. Joan, Maya, and Lisa described being affirmed from peers.  Joan described 
being congratulated for academic achievement by peers and being welcome in spaces in 
which were solely for high academic achievers.  Maya described support and uplift from 
her friends, specifically when she was discovering her own college aspirations.  Lisa, 
while she did not speak about any affirmation that she received in high school from 
educators or peers, she spoke in detail about affirmation that she received from her 
friends at Wakanda University for personal and academic achievement – which she 
valued greatly.   
Angela, Penny, and Gina described being affirmed by White female teachers and 
educators.  Angela described being encouraged and given opportunities by the librarians 
at her school.  She also told a story about a White female educator at her school that 
repeatedly offered racial encouragement with respect to the success of the 44th president, 
Barack Obama.  This affirmation, as Chavous et al (2003) and Rivas-Drake (2014) 
described, was established through racial pride – even if the educator was not a Black 
person.  Penny spoke briefly about being calmed by teachers during stressful periods in 
her high school career.  Gina spoke in detail about the support she received from her 
basketball coach, who was also a powerful figure in her school culture.  Raven also 
referred to a teacher whose teaching style she really enjoyed, even stating that she kept 





increase in achievement due to self-affirmation, this research shows that all of these high 
achieving Black female students had external affirmation from both teachers and peers. 
Self-affirmation and external affirmation, in these narratives, had positive influences on 
academic achievement and identity. 
Raven and Nakia, however, were the only two women to speak specifically about 
the influence and affirmation of Black educators.  Raven described a Black female 
teacher that encouraged her and presented her with opportunities in an organization with 
which Raven was involved.  Nakia spoke specifically about a Black male teacher who 
similarly provided educational opportunities and encouragement.  Both Raven and Nakia 
were not only descriptive of the encouragement they received, but the advice and the 
opportunities they were presented with as a result of being connected to these people in 
their school.  The teachers Raven and Nakia described also dedicated extra time to their 
academic endeavors, supporting Griffin’s (2012) research about the extra labor Black 
educators contribute to the endeavors of Black students. 
Family and Community Academic Affirmation 
Family and community affirmation manifested in encouragement, support, 
rewards, and expectation.  Nakia and Gina described the excitement of receiving 
recognitions and rewards at her church for academic achievement.  Penny, Lisa, Raven, 
Angela, and Gina described different forms encouragement and support from various 
family members.  Penny and Angela described great academic encouragement and 
support from their fathers.  For Angela, the support also came from comparison to her 
younger sister, who was not as academically successful as Angela.  Raven spoke about 





Lisa – the encouragement from her uncle in California was invaluable and inspirational to 
her.  Gina described support from her mother’s side of the family, but she described in 
detail the academic encouragement and support that she received from her late brother.  
She even told a story of him encouraging her working on a computer the last time she 
saw him alive. 
 Joan and Maya were both very descriptive of the influence, specifically the 
expectation of success, of their Black mothers when describing academic affirmation.  
Maya described not having a choice but to be academically successful, as her mother 
expected her to attend college with a full scholarship – which she did achieve.  Maya 
spoke of a very close relationship with her mother.  Joan described her sense of self while 
she was in grade school as being completely dependent on her grades, which was a result 
of her mother’s influence.  She spoke about her mother’s expectation of excellence and 
other expectations which she felt applied undue pressure on her, which she insinuated but 
a strain on their relationship as she got older.   
Racial Identity Affirmation 
According to my interlocutors’ recollections, there was little to no racial 
affirmation in their schools.  Raven and Nakia spoke of seeing their Black educators and 
feeling pride in having the mentorship and affirmation from Black educators – but they 
did not describe any explicit racial affirmation from them.  This could be indicative of 
presence representation, in which the presence of Black educators had affirmative 
influence.  Maya, when speaking about the influence of her mother on her academic 
achievement, also spoke of the affirmation of the Black college experience, which 





University, spoke of originally wanting to attend Wakanda University because that was 
the bulk of the exposure she had to colleges.  She reveled in how her mother glorified the 
college experience at an HBCU, which was influenced her college aspirations.   
Joan spoke of her strained relationship with her mother not only because of the 
academic pressure her mother applied to her, but also for the lack of racial affirmation 
present.  Joan spoke of her mother glorifying certain hair textures, disliking certain 
“Black appearing” hairstyles, and wanting Joan to maintain a certain lighter skin tone.  
Nakia felt her family did not racially affirm her at all, an experience of which she seemed 
to be ashamed.  She stated that if anyone should have given her any type of racial 
affirmation – it should have been her family.  Nakia did, however, describe that her 
grandparents were very intentional in making sure she maintained a low risk social life.  
Her grandparents raised her, and she described her upbringing as being very sheltered.  
Lisa, who was also raised by her grandparents, spoke not of racial affirmation from them, 
but from her uncle who also encouraged her academically.  Her uncle, she described, 
would encourage her to do her best despite the struggles and difficulties that are attached 




The Impact of the Representation of Black Women in Film and Television 
All of these women spoke of finding inspiration in comparisons and likeness with 
the figures they saw in films and television.  In theses cases, representation of Black 





for actresses like Tracee Ellis Ross, Kerry Washington, and Viola Davis – all Black 
women with leading film and television roles as characters with professional careers.  
Nakia described being told she was similar to Olivia Pope, the main character of the show 
“Scandal”, which she said that she viewed as complimentary because of Olivia’s wisdom, 
style, and grace.  Joan watched “The Cheetah Girls”, a Disney film about a 
predominantly Black teenage singing group, until she “got tired of it” because they were 
young Black girls on television.  Penny enjoyed watching the show “That’s So Raven”.  
She connected with Raven, the lead character and admired how she was helpful, even 
though she was funny and “always doing crazy things”.  Penny felt Raven, as a character, 
was reliable – which she aspired to be.  Angela spoke about loving Tiffany “New York” 
Pollard, a reality star, even though she was problematic.  Tiffany’s confidence was 
inspirational to her.  Gina went into great detail describing characters from reality show 
“The Bad Girls Club” that shared a multitude of her identities, validating those identities.  
Maya spoke about how film and television characters, while she identified with them, 
could be changed so that they better fit her personality, her goals, and her ideas of what 
Black women are capable of.  Lisa used Black female characters, specifically those who 
portrayed professional women, as an indication of who she could be and the goals she 
could achieve.  These representations of Black characters and connections with Black 
characters were important sources of racial affirmation for each of the interlocutors – 
validating their thoughts about Black womanhood and connecting those thoughts to their 
ideas about their own personal traits. 
Lisa, Angela, and Raven specifically described receiving racial affirmation 





which inspired her as it was her career aspiration to be an attorney.  Angela spoke of her 
mother forcing her to watch films with Black people, including stories about Black 
women.  She resisted, saying that the stories she saw of Black women in film were often 
filled with struggle, and she couldn't remember the details of the films she watched.  She 
did, however, remember that the stories told in the films involved struggle.  She 
remembered watching the film “Precious” and being disheartened.  Representation of 
Black women in those films were discouraging to her and what she hoped to be her 
lifestyle and future.  Raven, on the other hand, wanted to watch films like “Precious” and 
“For Colored Girls” to get a larger spectrum of representation of Black women.  She 
described, however, that her family did not allow her to watch those films as a young girl 
– and she had to see them on her own when she got her own access.  She felt her family 
might have wanted to limit her to that struggle, the struggle that Angela’s mother wanted 
her to see.   
Rivas-Drake (2006) and Chavous (2003) described how racial pride and racial 
affirmation can lead to better academic performance. While all of the women had 
excellent academic performances in K-12 environments, some disassociated their 
academic achievement with their racial identity, supporting Nasir’s (2012) ideology that 
academic identities are racialized.  All of the women who had only experienced 
predominantly White school environments indicated a clash in their Black womanhood 
and their high academic achievement.  It can’t be assumed that Angela, Penny, Nakia, 
Raven, and Joan, women who had only been in predominantly White environments, 
didn’t have racial pride that connected their identities as high achieving Black women, 





Maya, Gina, and Lisa had experienced predominantly Black school environments.  Gina 
and Lisa didn’t indicate low race salience, as race was still salient in their high school 
interactions that they described.  This research supports Rivas-Drake (2006) and 
Chavous’(2003) research – demonstrating how interactions with other Black faculty and 
students could have contributed to their racial pride.  In predominantly Black 
environments, being smart and being a Black woman was not an abnormal concept.  
The interlocutors in this study, however, seemed to be aware of how academic 
identity is racialized, but their perceptions of themselves did not align with that 
racialization.  This data shows that rather than align themselves into a specific racial and 
academic category (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986, Nasir, 2012), they dissociated the identities.   
All of them could articulate stereotypical representations of Black women in film and in 
television – most of them making references to the sapphire caricature – using 
descriptions like loud, argumentative, aggressive, and “not smart”.  None of them, 
however, believed themselves to have these characteristics, nor did they demonstrate that 
they actively believed those characteristics were foundationally associated with Black 
womanhood.  They were, in these cases, able to disconnect the stereotypical 
representation of Black womanhood and their own identities, rather than adhering to the 
racialization of achievement they experienced both in their academic environments.   
The interlocutors actively described seeking Black characters in film and 
television that agreed with their perceptions to better associate their academic identities 
with their Black womanhood.  Raven, Nakia, and Lisa specifically described Black 
female characters that they admired because of their knowledge or professional 





predominantly White environments indicated that there was a clash in their Black 
womanhood and smartness, they didn’t appear to internalize that clash.  Instead – they 
viewed figures in popular culture that adhered to their own lens of Black womanhood.  
Even if they admitted a “problematic” trait of the Black female character, they were able 
to adjust that perspective to see it in a positive light.  Film and television, in these cases, 
were sources by which they could develop positive ideologies about the intersections of 
their own identities with their Black womanhood, further demonstrating Chavous et al 
(2003)’s findings that positive beliefs of self lead to greater educational attainment. 
Similarly, depictions of experiences of Black women in film and in television also 
influenced their social ideologies, again aligning with those findings. 
Film and television in this research was also indicative of who their perceptions of 
themselves – as all of them found a Black woman actress or character that they connected 
with, identified, and admired.  They all indicated awareness of stereotypical or “negative” 
portrayals of Black women, but none of them indicated a connection with those 
characters.  The characters they sought out were representations of who they felt they 
were and could be as Black women.  
 
Seeking Counterstories – the Reality of Resonation of Identity in Popular 
Culture 
Counterstories, by definition, counter the dominant narratives that consumers see.  
Counterstories are present in popular culture as films and television shows use writers, 
producers, directors, and actors of color to center the experiences of people of color in 





counterstories in order for them to make sense of their own lives and narratives.  They 
were aware of stereotypical representations of Black women (using descriptions like 
“loud”, references to fighting and arguing, etc).  They were also aware of the perceptions 
that their educators and peers had of them, which many times were different than 
stereotypical representations of Black women.  Some of them from predominantly White 
environments felt that other Black students in those settings “othered” them due to their 
academic achievement because of their Blackness.  Many of them felt isolated or 
“othered” in their academically gifted courses because they didn’t see any presence 
representation of their peers. 
Their film and television choices ultimately demonstrated awareness of how they 
wanted to perceive themselves.  They sought representations of Black women that didn’t 
align with the dominant, “stereotypical” narrative of Black women, but of who they knew 
Black women to be based on their own experiences.  Those were the parameters by which 
they determined what they wanted to watch.  This counters Gerbner’s (1967) idea that 
viewers’ ideologies are influenced by what they watch, showing that these interlocutors 
formed their own ideologies of Black womanhood and then used those ideologies when 
determining what to watch on television.  These counterstories that they watched were 
not without critique from the interlocutors, but they presented a story that these women 
could identify with on some level.  These counterstories often affirmed them racially and 
with respect to different aspects of their identities, which they used to shape their own life 
narratives outside of the narrative that has been designed for them in their personal and 





While the foci of our conversations were Black womanhood, popular culture, and 
academic achievement, there were other identities that needed affirmation, which became 
apparent in their narratives.  Conversations with my interlocutors revealed the affirmation 
that they needed not only as Black women, but also as beings with different identities.  
Much of their film and television habits revealed how they were affirmed in these 
identities as well.  Many of my interlocutors sought out counterstories (Bell, 1992, 
Delgado & Stefancic, 1993) in different forms of popular culture and media.  These 
counterstories were often valued and/or critiqued in these interviews in order to 
rationalize and affirm their own experiences – which manifested in different ways in 
these women’s stories.  
Young Black Girls on TV 
Throughout the stories, there was a heavy presence of television shows “That’s So 
Raven” and “The Proud Family”, all children’s and teenage television shows that these 
women watched when they were elementary school students.  “That’s So Raven” and 
“The Proud Family” were two Disney television shows that centered a Black female 
protagonist and their Black nuclear families.  “The Proud Family” was an animated show 
and “That’s So Raven” was a sitcom.   
Raven described watching “That's So Raven” as an elementary school student, the 
only other shows and films she watched were animated.  Nakia watched “That’s So 
Raven” and described “The Proud Family” as one of her favorites.  She loved that the 
lead character had friends that belonged to different racial identity groups.  Gina admitted 
to watching “That’s So Raven”, but stated that she only watched it because her friends 





they were a Black family but because they were a normal family.  It was not until she 
developed a more critical lens, in terms of what she watched, that she realized the value 
in watching a nuclear Black family on television.   
While there were a variety of shows and films that were spoken about in these 
interviews, these two television shows were the most mentioned.  These shows could 
have been the most mentioned because these were the television programs to which these 
interlocutors had the most access.  The runtimes, however, negate this idea.  “The Proud 
Family” ran from 2001-2005 and “That’s So Raven” ran from 2003-2007 on Disney 
networks.  All of the interlocutors were no older than 7-years-old when “The Proud 
Family” ended and no older than 9-years-old when “That’s So Raven” ended.  While it is 
possible that these women were able to watch re-airings of the show, it is significant that 
these two shows, shows with young Black female leads, had such an impact on so many 
of the women interviewed in this study. 
Reality TV and Documentary Films 
There were a variety of reality television shows that each of these women spoke 
about.  Five of the women described how they enjoyed the drama in the character’s 
storylines and four of those five also acknowledged that it was somewhat inappropriate 
for them to watch these shows for a variety of reasons.  While some of the women 
watched reality television shows with predominantly White casts, some watched 
television shows with predominantly Black casts – many of the shows had casts vastly 
made up of Black women.  All of the women spoke about reality television as a type of 
television program that, by its nature, portrayed cast members of the shows in a negative 





they were no longer mere portrayals, but they were representations of them as Black 
women.  All of the women who mentioned watching Reality television mentioned the 
problematic nature of the Black women portrayed in these shows.  They were prescribing 
to the stereotypical or “negative” portrayal of these women – ideology that has 
historically plagued Black female characters in film and television.  Gina, Angela, and 
Lisa, however, used this conversation as an opportunity to delve deeper into the positive 
characteristics of these women beyond their “negative stereotypical Blackness” (Gates, 
2018).  These shows also offered affirmation and a deeper understanding of Black 
womanhood for a number of my interlocutors, despite dominant ideas that Black women 
in reality television shows are problematic. 
 Gina spoke in great detail about Blu and Redd, both characters on the reality 
television show “The Bad Girls Club”.  She liked the drama, but she also had a personal 
connection with Blu and Redd because they are bisexual Black women – which Gina 
identified with because she is bisexual.  Gina was able to connect with those characters 
despite having to watch the show in secret due to having family that did not understand 
her sexuality.  Angela described how much she admired Tiffany “New York” Pollard, 
who achieved fame on the reality television show “Flavor of Love” – a show in which 
women were recruited to be a romantic companion to rapper Flavor Flav.  Angela 
acknowledged that she thought Tiffany Pollard was very problematic in her actions and 
in her ideals, but she greatly admired Tiffany’s confidence – especially amongst other 
cast members that did not like her personality.   
Lisa described watching reality television with her mother and enjoying it when 





between cast members and fighting on the show.  She did, however, admire one person 
on the show “Love and Hip Hop: Atlanta” – a rapper named Rasheeda.  Lisa felt that 
Rasheeda did a great job of avoiding the interpersonal conflict between women on the 
show, often playing the peacemaker.  
 Angela described in detail how she liked to watch documentary films.  She 
enjoyed seeing stories that were different from her own, but she also liked watching 
documentaries for informational purposes.  While she described some people in 
documentaries that she did not agree with, she mentioned that she enjoyed hearing their 
perspectives.  She liked the diversity in opinions so she could stay well versed on issues 
that are plaguing different communities.  She felt that hearing these perspectives and 
seeing the information in documentaries helped her be more knowledgeable, which gave 
her the language to defend her stances on human rights issues when having discussions 
with people that did not agree with her. 
Black Films, Black Actresses, and Critique 
While some of the women described watching certain films with predominantly 
Black casts to affirm them racially, others knew and watched Black films by choice.  For 
many of the interlocutors, they watched these films when they were younger.  Raven and 
Maya described watching films with the popular Madea character and provided two 
different perspectives to the character.  While Maya was critical of the stereotypical 
nature of Madea’s personality and storyline, Raven saw some value in her personality.  
Raven, while acknowledging Madea’s problematic characteristics, highlighted that 





them solve their own personal problems – which she saw as a positive aspect of Madea’s 
personality. 
 Maya and Gina spoke about films that portray Black people in relationships.  
Maya spoke a lot about actress Gabrielle Union-Wade and the roles that she typically 
takes.  While Gabrielle Union-Wade has a husband and children in her personal life, 
Maya criticized the “independent” roles that she tends to accept.  She critiqued other 
actresses as well, stating that Black actresses in films either do not have the need for 
romantic companionship, or they do not appreciate the romantic companionship that do 
have.  Maya’s desire to nurture children in the future and for companionship was not 
being met in the roles that she saw portrayed.  Gina spoke specifically about films like 
“Baby Boy” (2001) and “Love and Basketball” (2000), which depicted struggles in long-
term relationships.  Gina connected with the lead women characters in these films even 
when she alluded to the characters not making the best decisions in their .  She articulated 
that the desire for love could often explain undesirable choices in romantic relationships. 
All of the women expressed positivity about films like 2018’s “Black Panther,” 
which was the first Marvel superhero film with a predominantly Black cast.  Joan, 
however, expressed resistance to watching other current Black films, stating that the 
purpose of some of these films, she suspects, could be popular culture capitalizing on 
Black pain and oppression.  She cited the abundance of films, television shows, and 
documentaries that are about police brutality on Black communities.  She questioned 
whether these films were to present counterstories or make money because these topics 





Black casts; even though she currently seeks films and television shows that represent 
Black people. 
Social Media 
Social media was also a common topic of conversation, as it has become a more 
prominent facet of popular culture recently.  Social media use varied among all of the 
participants.  Social media had a variety of purposes for each interlocutor.   For some of 
the women, social media had more of an affirmation effect than others. 
Joan, Gina, Lisa, and Nakia described the positive nature of social media.  To 
Joan, all of her racial affirmation came from social media, where she commonly saw 
Black women excelling and being different.  Gina described using social media as a way 
to display what she felt to be her better features – taking pride in the affirmation she 
received from people interacting with her posts and compliments she received on social 
media platforms.  Lisa found value in seeing social media profiles that highlighted Black 
academic excellence.  She admitted to looking for people who had similar aspirations to 
her and being inspired by seeing those stories on social media.   
Nakia spoke of some of the negative effects of social media.  She described 
seeing some Black women air their personal conflicts on social media platforms.  She 
also saw people achieving academically by seeing graduation photos, which she admired 
because she did not see Black women in their caps and gowns very often.  Penny also 
described her own struggles with social media, specifically in relation to beauty 
standards.  She described how American beauty standards often centered White 
womanhood and European features.  Social media, to Penny, was often a catalyst for 





media was a part of the problem, she also described social media as a part of the solution 
as well.  She described seeing Black women on social media who have redefined the 
American standard of beauty through exposure of themselves and other Black women, 
which made her more comfortable with her beauty and ultimately her Blackness.   
Blackening of Race-less Animated Characters 
 While all of the women watched an animated feature film or television show 
when they were in elementary school, some of them had a very unique connection to the 
characters they frequently watched.  Animated television shows like “The Proud Family” 
had a predominantly Black voice cast and portrayed Black animated characters.  Films 
like “Shrek” did not have any characters that were portrayed as Black, but there were 
characters in that film series that were voiced by Black actors.  Other animated shows, 
like “Kim Possible,” and “Dragon Tales,” did not have any major Black characters, but 
there were human characters portrayed.  Shows like the animated “SpongeBob 
Squarepants” however, did not have any characters that were human – all of the major 
characters are undersea organisms. 
 Raven, Maya, Gina, and Lisa mentioned watching “SpongeBob Squarepants” as 
elementary school students.  While Maya just mentioned watching SpongeBob and Lisa 
spoke in detail about how the show, specifically the main character, made her happy, 
despite not having any Black characters, Raven and Gina connected with the show 
differently, specifically the character Sandy Cheeks. 
 Both Raven and Gina mentioned Sandy Cheeks as a Black female figure, even 
though she is an animated squirrel.  Sandy Cheeks is the only character that appears 





Black woman mainly because she identified with her level of education, her drive, and 
her actions.  Raven reveled in Sandy’s ability to build and invent contraptions that could 
be used for science and scientific research and “break world records”.  She also implied 
that Sandy was the only character “with common sense”, as it is a well-known fact by 
frequent watchers of the show that SpongeBob and his best friend Patrick do not always 
make the best decisions, making for an interesting show.   
Gina spoke about Sandy cheeks as being smart and a scientist, but she also spoke 
about other aspects of Sandy’s identity that set her apart from the rest of the characters on 
the show.  Gina described how Sandy was from on land, separating her from the other sea 
creatures on the show.  Gina also described how Sandy was “country”, meaning she was 
from a culture that was similar to those raised in the southern region of the USA.  There 
were many references on the show about Sandy being from Texas and being proud of her 
Texan heritage – making many references to southern culture such as “square dancing” 
and “bull wrangling”.  Gina also emphasized that these characteristics made her isolated 
– as a land animal she had to create a plastic dome-shaped home full of oxygen so she 
could survive – which, in turn, isolated her from the other sea creatures. 
While Joan did not talk about SpongeBob, she described another race-less 
character, Shego, on the show “Kim Possible”.  The vast majority of the characters on the 
show appear White and human.  Shego, however, has a skin tone that is a mint green.  
Joan felt that Shego was representative of a Black woman.  When contrasted with the 
other White characters on the show, Joan said she “clung to” Shego as the only non-
White character that she remembers.  While Shego is a villain, Joan made sure to express 





that she was smart, witty, and Kim, the main protagonist, was not as good a fighter as 
Shego. 
Penny described some symbolism in the show as she analyzed it with her own 
lens and read about the show.  There is a set of characters, the Gross Sisters, which are 
the “bullies” of the show.  They have what appears to be a blue/purple skin color, and 
they are usually seen bullying other characters and stealing their lunch money.  For 
Penny, she remembered the way the Sisters were treated on the show as indicative of the 
overall negative treatment of Black people in America.  She also wondered if there was 
any significance in them having a blue/purple color – and what the significance of that 
was.  Penny also recognized some ideals in the show that she described as problematic, 
such as stereotypical characteristics in some of the Gross Sisters. 
Although these characters did not have a distinguishable human racial identity 
group, the interlocutors associated these characters with Blackness by their background, 
their values, their personality traits, and their skills.  They viewed these characters as 
Black through their own racialized lenses, whether that Blackness was connected to being 
“from the country” or that Blackness was connected to being physically Brown.  These 
characters were also indicative that while they were aware of stereotypical images of 
Black women, they did not prescribe to them by associating “negative” characteristics to 
race-less characters that they deemed to be Black.  They found pieces of what they 
perceived to be themselves in these characters and ascribed them Blackness to better 
connect with them.  According to bell hooks, the gaze of the Black female spectator is a 
resistor of the dominant narrative of what we know and the way we look (1992).  The 





abilities to think critically about the way they have conceptualized Black womanhood and 
applied it to these characters.  This association is indicative of: (a) the many ways that 
Black women can see and identify Blackness even when race is not represented; and (b) 
the many ways that entertainment industry leaders can portray Blackness without 
alluding to race.   
The racialization of these characters is also indicative of their association of Black 
womanhood with various traits – smart, witty, powerful, oppressed.  “Blackening” these 
characters helped them make sense of their own interactions with the world.  Raven and 
Gina saw aspects of their current and future selves in Sandy Cheeks, Joan admired 
Shego’s wit and skill.  Penny used the Gross Sisters to understand the overall oppression 
of Black people in America.  While caricatures of Blackness have had personal and 
physical characteristics associated with them, the representations of those caricatures 
have always centered the Blackness of the character.  In this instance, the characters 
presented did not have a racial identity, nor did they embody any of the characteristics of 
these standard caricatures.  They were still, however, perceived to be Black by these 
interlocutors. 
While all of the women could speak to Black female characters that they 
identified with or connected with, all of the women could also speak of non-Black and 
non-female characters with whom they felt connected.  Each of the women had a 
connection for a different reason.  For Lisa and Maya, the characters they connected with 
who were not Black women were people they envisioned themselves being in the future.  
Lisa spoke of a lawyer who stood for justice and Maya spoke of a mother and wife who 





with who were not Black women were a supernatural representation of who they could be 
and the characteristics they could have.  Penny identified greatly with female Marvel 
superheroes and Joan connected with a secret society of mythical beings that try to blend 
in with humanity and protect humanity and themselves in the process.  Raven, Angela, 
Nakia, and Gina had connections with characters who were not Black women that were 
reflective of their own experiences and personality traits when they were school aged.  
Raven spoke of connecting to any character who was smart, Nakia spoke of a “goody two 
shoes” character, Angela spoke of characters who were social outcasts, and Gina spoke of 
a girl living a double life, as she did in attempt to hide her sexuality. 
 
Conclusion to Chapter 5 
 This chapter presented themes commonalities in the stories of these women and 
presented analyses of these commonalities.  While all of these women had differences in 
their stories, there were different ways in which they all connected.  These women’s 
stories examined how affirmation can manifest in school, home, and community 
environments.  Racial affirmation and academic affirmation were often disconnected –
they were connected only in narratives of interlocutors who had experienced 
predominantly Black educational environments.  There were also trends in the women 
seeking affirmation and validation of their other identities in the film and television that 
they watched.  Some even added Blackness to race-less animated characters, which 
empowered them.  All of these women were exposed to varying levels of affirmation and 





In Chapter 6, I discuss the findings of this research study in relation to how 
scholarship has already framed the racialization of academic identity and how popular 
culture as a factor in affirmation contributes to scholarship.  I also provide implications of 











CHAPTER 6:  MOVING FORWARD 
Introduction 
 This chapter will discuss the themes and commonalities of experiences presented 
in Chapter 5.  This chapter will then present some contributions of the research to the 
Education field.  I will then discuss some ideas for future research.  This chapter will 
conclude with implications for filmmakers, educators, and Black women students. 
 
Discussion 
What forms of academic and racial affirmation do Black female students 
describe when revisiting their K-12 school – related experiences? 
All of these women needed affirmation for their academic success.  They all 
spoke of faculty members, community members, and family members who affirmed 
them.  All of the affirmation they spoke of was external, adding a new element to Cohen 
et al (2009)’s research.  While self-affirmation was shown to positively influence 
academic achievement (Cohen et al, 2009), this research shows external affirmation is 
also valuable for Black high achieving students.  While their academic identities were 
often affirmed inside and outside of school environments, their racial identities were 
rarely affirmed.  Some of my interlocutors spoke of racial affirmation through film and 
television – helping them to have positive beliefs and attitudes about Blackness.  These 





positive beliefs about Blackness is associated with more educational attainment – as all of 
these women were high achievers.  
To my interlocutors, academic identity was something they were affirmed to 
believe about themselves.  Realizations of race were evident in their descriptions of 
patterns, normalcy, or trends in their experiences that often implicitly associated negative 
traits with their identity.  For some of them, the realizations disassociated Blackness and 
high academic achievement.  For women who had only experienced predominantly White 
academic environments, affirmation of academic identity was high, but affirmation of 
racial identity was often low – resulting in a disassociation of racial identity and 
academic identity.  This point raises a similar question that Nasir (2012) brings in her 
book about racialized identities: Are predominantly Black academic environments 
necessary for positive association of racial identity and academic identity?  According to 
this data – predominantly Black environments are necessary for a positive association 
between academic identity and racial identity.  All of the women who had experienced a 
predominantly Black environment did not dissociate their academic identity and racial 
identity – even in the presence of high achieving White students. 
 
What experiences of Black characters in television and film intersect with the 
academic experiences described by Black female undergraduates as affirming their 
racial and academic identities? 
Black television and Black film connected with and cooperated with the academic 
experiences of my interlocutors in a variety of ways.  This study allowed us to examine 





educational environments and representation of Black women in popular culture.  In 
educational environments, women who had been in predominantly Black school 
environments did not dissociate their high academic achievement and their Black 
womanhood.  Predominantly Black school environments have presence representation of 
Black students, faculty, staff, and alumni.  The women in this study who experienced a 
predominantly Black school environment, regardless of whether it was a K-12 school or 
an institution of higher learning, demonstrated an association of their academic identity 
and racial identity.  This was, as they described, due to their exposure to high achieving 
Black women as peers and as mentors that they could personally connect with.  This 
contributed to, as Rivas-Drake (2006) and Chavous (2003) described, racial pride and 
racial affirmation, further supporting ideology that suggests the presence representation 
of Black people in schools does matter, if not for Black students’ achievement, it matters 
for a positive self-image. 
This research, however, adds popular culture and media as an element to create 
positive beliefs about Blackness and therefore positive beliefs about themselves.  While 
caricatures of Blackness in film and television (Bogle, 2001, Ferris, 2012) have typically 
had negative racial connotations, this research shows how students can use film and 
television as a means to see representations of themselves and the positive characteristics 
they perceive about Blackness.  Each interlocutor used critical media literacy (Staton, 
2018) in their analysis of the Black women in films and television that they watched or 
didn’t watch – showing that they were socialized in their understanding of what a positive 





and they were very similar to Bogle (2001) and Ferris’ (2012) analysis of caricatures of 
Blackness.   
The interlocutors in this study acknowledged those caricatures while separating 
Black female characters that they understood and resonated with.  My interlocutors 
connected to Black women characters represented in film and television as different 
sources of affirmation.  This data indicates that Black female characters in popular 
culture and media also matter for a positive self-image, contributing to racial affirmation 
and racial pride.  All of the interlocutors had Black female characters, actresses, and/or 
figures that they designated to be Black women that they frequently watched, connected 
with, or held as examples of future aspirations.  Interlocutors sought this form of 
representation was even as elementary school students.  They associated their own 
identity with a character, they were invested in the roles and images of Black actresses, or 
they assigned Blackness to a race-less character that they felt connected to in order to feel 
affirmed in their own racial and academic experiences.  Even when there was critique 
about the influence that a Black character had on the perception of Blackness and Black 
womanhood – interlocutors chose to present positive character trait that they could 
acknowledge was present. 
 Popular culture was not only important with regards to racial representation and 
affirmation, but with regard to other identities.  These women sought Black female 
characters with many other identities including sexual preference, career aspirations, 
personal goals and aspirations, and cosmetic choices and changes.  These women 
connected with these characters to affirm other aspects of their own identities.  This 





all of these women received affirmation from non-Black or non-female characters, they 
all cited at least two Black female characters that they could identify with in film and 
television – highlighting the importance of Black women in popular culture for Black 
female consumers.  In these cases, reality television was very important for representation 
– even though most acknowledged that reality television often showed stereotypical 
representations of Black women. 
Contributions to the Education Field 
 This study contains important implications as to how popular culture influences 
how Black women develop positive racial and academic identities in academic 
environments.  While Nasir (2012) demonstrates important information with regard to the 
formation of a racialized academic identity and ideas about academic achievement, this 
study includes and analyzes the influence of representations of Blackness in school 
environments and representations of Black womanhood in popular culture.  
Representations in school and popular culture were used to affirm Black womanhood, 
which contributed to a positive association between self-perceptions of racial identity and 
academic identity.   
This work adds to the discussion of the importance of predominantly Black 
educational environments.  Predominantly Black environments ensured an association 
between racial identity and academic identity.  This data reinforces the purpose and 
necessity of historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs).  HBCUs have 
historically received less support and funding from governing bodies and communities 
(Anderson, 1988). This research, like Nasir (2012) adds a new layer to the ways in which 





academic success (Chavous et al, 2003, Cohen et al, 2009, Rivas-Drake, 2014).  This 
research implies the significance and importance of predominantly Black educational 
spaces and how they contribute to the overall academic success of Black students. 
 
Future Qualitative Research on this Topic 
Representation and affirmation were examined in this study with regard to 
academic identity.  Future research could seek to understand whether affirmation and 
representation are inherently connected.  Is there more positive racial affirmation where 
there are more Black people present?  Is affirmation related to being othered in 
environments that are not predominantly Black or can racial affirmation be received well 
by anyone – regardless of the race of the person giving it?  This study could imply ways 
in which educators, community members, and parents can provide affirmation to 
students.  
This study could be replicated with Black male interlocutors.  While this study 
highlighted the experiences of Black women, this study could have even more 
implications when compared to a similar study in which the highlighted experiences are 
those of Black men.  This could offer great insight into how the intersection of identities 
can differ with regard to Black womanhood and Black manhood.  While both Black 
women and men have negative caricatures associated with their identities, there are 
differences regarding the types of representation present, the negative traits depicted, and 
levels of affirmation and representation in schools and in popular culture.  Most athletes 
are Black men and their lives are often depicted in popular culture – which adds to the 





also be replicated with interlocutors with a variety of racial identities, socioeconomic 
statuses, access to gifted programs, and generational associations to examine affirmation 
and representation in popular culture. 
There are a myriad of stories told in television and film by White writers, 
producers, and directors that feature Black students and educators.  The stories told by 
Black writers, producers, and directors that feature Black students however might have 
more validity.  Many of the films about educators, while based on true stories, have 
pieces of the story that have been fabricated in order to give the stories dramatic appeal 
(Lipkin, 2011).  A case study of Black students watching television shows or films 
featuring Black students and the issues they face, one written by a Black person and one 
written by a White person could present the ability to collect opinions about connections 
and critiques that they have with either of those films.  Using focus groups – the 
interlocutors could talk about the experiences in each work of film or television that they 
saw and talk about what on – screen experiences they could connect their own 
educational experiences with.  This would give insight not only into portrayals that are 
impactful and connect with Black student experiences, but how writers of these films can 
create genuinely real experiences that Black students can connect with.   
 
Implications and Suggestions 
 This study incorporates the influence of representations in popular culture as 
mediums to affirm academic identity and racial identity.  Black women are externally 
affirmed in academic environments for high academic achievement, but they are not 





environments associated their academic and racial identities due to the presence 
representation of other high achieving Black people in educational environments.  Black 
women in predominantly White environments did not associate their academic and racial 
identities.  Representation of Black women in popular culture provided racial identity 
affirmation – contributing to an ability to have positive self-perceptions of Blackness in 
educational environments that were not racially affirming. 
For Filmmakers, Black Actresses, and other facilitators of Popular Culture 
It is important that filmmakers acknowledge the effect that representation of 
Black women, a minority identity in American society, has on young Black girls.  All of 
the women could recognize, assess, and critique stereotypes and representations of Black 
women in film and television that were “typical”: Loud, angry, ghetto, uneducated, 
independent were all words used to describe the Black characters that they typically saw 
portrayed.  They were also able to find characters that they felt represented them well.  It 
is important that young Black women continue to see a variety of representations of 
themselves that are outside of the jezebel, tragic mulatto, mammy, and sapphire 
caricatures.  While some may problematize the media’s power in the narratives of these 
women – I argue that this data shows affirmation is important to the success of Black 
female students – regardless of the medium through which affirmation is provided. 
More Black people need to tell their stories – as Black stories matter.  Ryan 
Coogler’s “Black Panther” (2018) was praised for their portrayal of Blackness and Black 
womanhood.  That comes at no surprise, as the commercial success of “Black Panther” is 





 To Black actresses, these findings provide proof that their impact is more than one 
of the characters they portray.  Their impact consists of the roles they take and also the 
lifestyle that they live in the age of social media.  These interlocutors not only spoke 
about qualities of characters, but character traits of actresses, the roles they often take, 
their social media presence, and the accomplishments and fame of the actress.  While 
some of my interlocutors offered critique and others offered praise, the evidence suggests 
that Black actresses have a platform to initiate and sustain an influence on the racial and 
academic identities of Black girls. 
 For Educators and Policymakers  
It is important for Black educators to mentor Black students in order to assist 
them but also to provide opportunities that often aren’t afforded to Black students.  
Educators have the power to affirm all students, both academically and racially.  Verbal 
affirmation includes recognition of Black students, acknowledgement of their stories 
educational environments, incorporation of Black culture and people into lessons.  
Reading a book by a Black author or watching a film with a predominantly Black cast 
increases exposure and representation for Black students.  Incorporation of Blackness and 
Black culture in classrooms can de-normalize Whiteness as the standard in schools – 
helping students of color not to become or remain isolated or outcast.   
 Educators can nonverbally offer affirmation by understanding and addressing the 
disparities Black children face in gifted education, advanced courses, and other advanced 
learning programs.  The majority of these women told stories of isolation in advanced 
courses and that is directly related to Black students’ historical and current lack of access 





out of advanced courses by explicit and implicit racism, lack of Black students in 
advanced courses makes Black students that have gotten access to those courses feel 
isolated.  As this research shows – that isolation inhibits their ability to associate 
Blackness and academic achievement, having detrimental effects on academic identity 
development as they connect their academic identity to their racial identity. 
 Educators should make an effort to understand student popular literary practices.  
It not only is indicative of the perspectives and identities that they value, but it gives them 
an opportunity to see all literary practices, regardless of culture, as scholarly.  There are 
many reality television scenarios that would make great debate topics or discussion points 
in educational environments in order to seek new perspectives from students who are 
typically silenced.  As Bettina Love explained, different skills are present in different 
methods of displaying and practicing art, such as using Hip Hop in the classroom to 
assess different forms of communication (Love, 2014). 
For Parents, Grandparents, and Guardians 
Many of the interlocutors in this study spoke of relationships with their parents, 
grandparents, and guardians that had an impact on them.  While there were positive 
stories associated with their families; there were also stories with negative implications 
pertaining to the connection of racial identities and academic identities.  The data shows 
that Black culture affirms academic achievement in the way these women were socialized 
in their families and communities. This research shows, however, that five of my 
interlocutors did not receive racial affirmation from their parents or their families.  This 
point is important – as Black women need to be able to associate their own qualities with 





requirements for acceptable Black womanhood.  While racialization is present in school 
environments and in popular culture, racialization in the home also has influence on 
identities. 
 Racial affirmation can be shown in different ways.  Some interlocutors described 
watching films with their families in order receive racial affirmation.  Interlocutors 
expressed that the inability to see certain films that represent Black women kept them 
from seeing and understanding different aspects of Black womanhood.  I encourage 
Black parents to watch these films with your daughters and talk to them about the issues 
present in the film.  Show them films and tell them stories of struggle and triumph, but 
also tell them stories of success and love.  Allow young Black women to be vulnerable in 
these viewings and conversations so they can be comfortable in their Black womanhood 
– no matter their personal traits.   
For Black women students 
It is important that Black women understand that their stories are valuable and 
they matter.  In telling these stories – all eight of them had a different purpose, values, 
and understanding of the world.  All of your stories are beautiful.  The commonalities and 
the differences give us insight into the experience of the Black woman in school and in 
society.  It is important that Black women tell their own stories – as that is the way we 














What is your name, age, and status as a student? 
How do you identify racially?   
What is your gender expression?   
What was your high school Grade Point Average? 
 
1. Tell me about your academic experiences school prior to starting college?  What are 
some challenges you experienced?  What are experiences that seemed to come easy 
for you? Feel free to share experiences that can be examples to your answer. 
2. What experiences, if any, have you had that affirmed you academically? Who was 
involved in these affirmation experiences?   Feel free to share experiences that can be 
examples to your answer. 
3. How did other people in school settings affirm you academically?  Did people 
consider you to be “the smart one”?  Did they praise you for your academic 
achievement? 
4. Did your racial identity and your academic identity fit together or clash?  How?  Why 
do you think that is? 
5. Did you watch a lot of television or films when you were K-12.  Provide a general 
description of the television or film that you watched. 
6. Were there any Black female characters in the shows you watched?  If so – what 
qualities of the character did you identify with?  What typically occurred with them?  
Who were they surrounded by? 
7. Was watching television and film a family or cultural activity?  Did you typically 
watch these shows/films with others?  Were there any discussions about plots with 
your family and friends? 
8. Were they portrayed as “educated”?  Were there any stereotypes that you feel their 
character was associated with? 
9. Were there any other characters (not Black females) that you identified with?  If so, 
what qualities did you identify with? 
 
Interview 2 
1. Upon reflection from our first interview, do you feel there is any piece of our 
discussion that you feel you need to clarify or add more detail? 
2. How do your television and film choices now differ from those you have had in the 
past? - Do you look for certain qualities in a film or in a television show? 
3. Even though you were a college student, do you feel that the release of films like 







Literature, Film, and Television Selection Process 
Literature was selected using three methods.  First, the majority of the literature 
that I had already been exposed to in my own scholarship – whether I encountered them 
in course material during my course work as an undergraduate or a graduate student or 
whether I encountered them in my leisure time.  Second, some of the literature was 
researched during the process of writing my doctoral comprehensive exams – for which I 
did preliminary research before thoroughly writing.  Third, a small amount of the 
literature I reviewed was recommended to me by experts in the field including, advisors, 
committee members, and colleagues upon learning of my research topic.  All of the 
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